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Abstract  
Various bodies of literature argues that established models of economic development are 

stimulating unsustainable patterns of environmental degradation and economic development, 

therefore we need operationalise new ways of doing economy. In this context, this research 

examines New Zealand’s emerging interest in circular economies (CE), a political discourse 

that presents a source of new, socially responsible, business opportunities, that can be realised 

through experimenting in niche markets.  

 

The thesis documents a set of diverse CE experiments and the market making practices in 

play to examine how markets are designed, shaped and reshaped to enhance resource 

utilisation and reduce waste. Targeted together, it is contended that new generations of 

environmentally focused social entrepreneurs are a part of a political project to remake New 

Zealand’s economy. CE are creating new sets of investors, consumers and supply chain 

relations and these actors are using entrepreneurialism to live their ethics. New links are 

being (re)made between contexts, relationships and landscapes through the search for new 

forms of value. This approach to thinking and doing economy differently is making 

significant ethical and political contributions to promote sustainable economic development.  

 

However, as a pathway to better futures, CE faces a set of challenges, most notably to find 

ways of rebalancing profitability and environmental ethics and to cultivate the new subjects 

of a CE (businesses, regulators, consumers, and publics). That is, CE principles and practices 

are far from firmly embedded in societies dominated by the logics of linear economies. CE 

are hard to achieve, their assembly requires collective and cooperative engagement at a range 

of hierarchical levels. Prevailing social constructions of how economy ‘should’ operate limit 

actor participation and is a systematic deterrent. Moving beyond these societal barriers 

requires a cooperative, long-term focus to foster new ideologies, innovations and relations to 

reshape well-established, consumption patterns and norms.  

Regardless, New Zealand’s CE is an unfolding economy. It offers fertile ground for 

rethinking and aspiring economic change, even if a CE driven national development is far 

from fully realised. The studied experiments represent sites and moments of change towards 

the sustainability of NZ’s economy and environment. In examining these cases, this thesis 

posits that there is a wider field of financially profitable ethical practice to be captured and 

suggests a set of opportunities that might be leveraged to accelerate transition. 
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1. Introduction  
 Introduction   

From local scales to the planetary scale, environmental crises threaten the future of economic 

development. Society must be decoupled from its current unsustainable path of development. 

For many environmental advocates, as well those concerned with growing poverty and 

rapidly increasing inequality, it is essential that societies learn to do economy differently 

(Roelvink et al. 2017). This thesis will examine the emerging interest in circular economies 

as one of several alternative economic imaginaries now being brought to bear on the 

problems of sustainability. The Circular Economy (CE) is a political discourse that has been 

deliberately positioned in opposition to standard economic practices, but not in opposition to 

markets or individual enterprise. This research explores the different ways in which 

experimental New Zealand (NZ) businesses are performing circularity within wider 

commitments to sustainability and asks how it is reshaping mainstream economy-

environmental relations.  

  

CE involves reconfiguring supply chains to minimise waste and maximise the value of 

resources. Developed economies are estimated annually to use between three and four times 

the amounts of resources considered sustainable for long-term planetary sustainability 

(Sustainable Business Network ([SBN], 2018a), while one third of global plastic waste is not 

collected, largely ending up in the oceans (Stahel, 2016; Brooke, Wand, & Jambeck, 2018). 

CE scholars begin from the dual positions of a critical environmental ethics and the fact there 

has to be a more efficient use of resources (Bocket & Short, 2016; Tukker & Tischner, 2006; 

Salimath & Chanda, 2018). Waste is viewed as a value creating opportunity; a resource to be 

repurposed for new material input (Ellen MacArthur Foundation [EMF], 2015). This is a 

novel position in a mainstream, linear economy designed around a one-way flow of resources 

through processing to sale and consumption, where waste is an unwanted by-product, 

disposed of at source and not even considered as a cost to be minimised, and environmental 

costs of production are externalised to society and the health of the environment itself.  

 

CE offer a new, potentially transformative vision of 21st century economies, as entrepreneurs 

in this realm seek out the potential to economise and make markets for and from waste. CE 

offers a platform for enabling the transformation of environmental challenges into profitable, 
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sustainable enterprise. Circular business models (CBM) replace the mainstream paradigm of 

production with sufficiency: “reuse what you can, recycle what cannot be reused, repair what 

is broken, remanufacture what cannot be repaired” (Stahel, 2016: p.435). This research 

examines the efforts of a group of such experimenters in NZ, traces the development of their 

CE initiatives, their ethical commitments, business models and practices. The cases 

demonstrate that the initiatives are being enacted by a new generation of socio-environmental 

entrepreneurs, experimenting to find profitable approaches to eliminate and recirculate waste 

back in to the economy. Together their efforts constitute a collective social experiment in 

doing economy differently and a political project to remake economy and promote a 

sustainable economic development in NZ.   

   

 New Economic Imaginaries     

Chapter two positions the emergence of interest in alternative economies in the context of the 

widespread critique of mainstream economy. Advocates of the CE present the mainstream 

economy as ‘linear’ and challenge its dependency on extracting natural capital and the 

subsequent return of large volumes of waste back in to the environment with little 

accountability (Andrews, 2015; Gregson & Crang, 2015; Reike, Vermeulen & Witjes, 2018). 

They claim that production and consumption patterns in this discourse are driven by ‘bigger-

better-faster-safer syndrome’ dominated by the drive to increase sales (Källman, 2016). 

These growth logics are held to be largely responsible for contemporary environmental 

degradation, endangering the provision of future resources, and producing an ecological 

crises (Bauhardt, 2014; Murray et al., 2017).  

 

CE is a relatively recent and under-recognised critical intervention in this growth imperative. 

It has emerged alongside other initiatives to build alternative economies, and the broader, 

more programmatic interest in sustainability transitions and sustainability as a more general 

concept. Its genealogy intersects with concerns with degrowth (e.g. see Longhurst et al., 

2016), social enterprise (Grant, 2017) corporate social responsibility (Jonker & de Witte, 

2006) and the diverse economies agenda (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013). More generally, CE is 

set against the general background of discourses of sustainable development (Elkington, 

1997, 2013; Ren, Manzardo, Tonoili & Scipioni, 2013). It is seen as a novel economic force 

committed to reshaping market priorities towards sustainability at the firm level (Cohen & 

Winn, 2007; Dees, 2011). In this respect, the thesis uses the ideas of market making drawn 
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from Callon and colleagues (Çalışkan, and Callon 2009) and Berndt and colleagues in 

Geography (Berndt and Boeckler 2009; Berndt and Wirth 2018) to argue that a CE has to be 

made and that it is the experiments of ethical entrepreneurs that are making this economy and 

in so doing economising waste in order to eliminate it. The thesis also draws inspiration from 

the NZ based biological economies project (Le Heron et al., 2016; Pawson and Team 2018), 

which talks about the need to rebuild NZ resource economies on bases other than growth per 

se.   

 

 Research aims and objectives   

The primary aim of this research is to trace the rise of CE activity and consider the extent to 

which it offers a platform for promoting environmental-ethics in NZ business. To achieve this 

aim, I identify a set of diverse CE initiatives that I interpret as case study experiments in 

doing economy differently and trace the ways in which they are making markets for waste 

centered on commitments to certain environmental ethics and a determination to eliminate 

waste. The study was informed by interviews with key formants and a range of secondary 

material detailing the development of the enterprises. I argue the cases represent socio-

technical experiments to reconfigure mainstream markets, relations and practices in ways that 

harness circular and ethical considerations. Guided by the overarching aim, the three primary 

research aims are: 

  

1. To identify, document and interpret the market making activity at work in the 

emergence of new circular economies 

2. To situate the economisation of waste eliminating activities within wider 

sustainability commitments  

3. To uncover the challenges or tensions hindering widespread engagement in CE 

thinking or application 

 

The thesis methodology draws on the notion of experimentation as a concept to make sense 

of the entrepreneurial activity involved in making CE markets. The approach to studying 

market-making is built from ideas discussed section 2.3 that describes how markets are 

always in the making through processes of sociotechnical experimentation (Çalışkan and 

Callon, 2010). In this context, the experimentation methodology enables us to understand the 

constitutive practices and relations that together assemble the CE. Economies are enacted 
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through ongoing practices and relations of assembling (Lewis et al., 2013). For this reason, 

studying economies as experiments is a useful approach to uncover the assemblages of social 

practices and environmental relations within the economy and how they can be reshaped to 

foster new markets and relations of production and exchange. This is a powerful research 

approach to highlight the experimental qualities of each case, how new markets are designed 

and their potential to challenge existing practices. The case studied examples inform the 

analysis of the virtues of a CE for a future sustainability trajectory.   

  

 Structure of thesis  

This thesis is designed to use the economisation literature to direct attention to the active 

work involved in making a CE. It uses this lens to connect the rising wave of practical CE 

experiments in alternative economies emerging throughout NZ with more mainstream 

considerations of socially responsible business. The structure of this thesis is outlined in the 

proceeding paragraphs.  

   

Chapter Two consists of four primary sections that draws from various bodies of existing 

literature to contextualise the growing interest in CE within trajectories of the wider 

sustainability and green economy literature. Initially, the literature argues that established 

models of economic development are stimulating unsustainable patterns of environmental 

degradation and economic development, therefore we need operationalise new ways of doing 

economy. The following sections uses the economisation and diverse economies literature to 

reinterpret economy in more holistic terms, this creates the perception of economy as a set of 

diverse practices. The final component of this review section traces the development of CE 

thinking as one approach to design ethical and environmentally sustainable business models 

and economic development strategies. This review suggests that while CE principles and 

practices are gaining traction in global spheres, the growth-logics of the linear economy 

continues to dominate contemporary societies.  

  

Chapter Three establishes the notion of experimentation as a methodology for examining the 

potential of circular economies. It outlines the methods adopted to study the experiments in 

CE identified as cases in the research. These include interviews, media coverage, and 

corporate promotional material. Chapter Four introduces the context in which CE markets are 

being imagined and enacted in NZ. These include the dominance of linear resource 
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economies in the national economy, and the contradiction between its reliance on a strong 

environmental reputation and increasing evidence of poor performance. The Chapter 

positions the rise of CE and the Sustainable Business Network (SBN) as a response to the 

increasing vulnerability of corporations and national economic development in the face of the 

risks involved, as well as the environmental ethics of individual CE entrepreneurs. In a 

setting where the CE has yet to be studied as an object of academic interest, the Chapter is in 

itself an important research component of the thesis.   

  

Chapter Five narrates a set of CE initiatives to illustrate the different ways in which 

enterprises are experimenting to reduce or prevent waste and in turn make new markets that 

economise waste into CE. Each case study traces the development of the experiment, 

focusing attention on the founding narrative and the CBM being developed. These cases 

highlight a particular form of entrepreneurialism devoted to perform environmental 

sustainability in wider settings. Chapter Six discusses the potential of these experiments to 

initiate and sustain progressive difference in NZs economic landscape. The Chapter explores 

the diversity of executed strategies and the extent to which they represent an effective 

challenge to the waste and wider environmental performance of NZ’s economy; the extent to 

which they are generating new markets and new norms in production and consumption to 

create positive environmental, economic and social gains; and the challenge of expanding 

CE. Ultimately this discussion chapter argues, that the cases are experiments in 

economisation in terms of the market making literature, are proliferating CE in a diverse 

economies sense, and are providing platforms for enacting new sustainable economic 

assemblages in the terms of the Biological Economies project. The discussion calls for new 

forms of enactment of CE, including new institutional commitments to fully reap its potential 

benefits.  

 

The concluding chapter of the thesis argues that CE experiments are making significant 

ethical and political contributions to doing economy differently in NZ, but as yet only small 

gains in a trajectory towards economic development. Nevertheless, while the full potential of 

CE as a development strategy is yet to be realised at the national level these small gains 

constitute a major challenge in the form of demonstrating that economy can be done 

differently and adding to the repertoire of examples of doing differently in the everyday and 

the here and now. 
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2. Literature Review 
For economists who work with gross domestic product (GDP), creating wealth by making 

things last is the opposite of what they learned in school. GDP measures a financial flow 

over a period of time; CE preserves physical stocks. But concerns over resource security, 

ethics and safety as well as greenhouse-gas reductions are shifting our approach to 

seeing materials as assets to be preserved, rather than continually consumed (Stahel, 

2016: p.436). 

 Introduction 

Interest in alternative economies has become an important area of research for academics and 

policy makers alike. Considerations of CE are a significant part of this interest. This research 

traces the development of CE as an experiment in alternative economic organisation in NZ 

and focuses attention on a set of specific firm-level experiments. This chapter details the 

rising interest in CE in NZ and situates it within an account of global trends and the ideas that 

underpin the movement. I use this to build the conceptual framework for my research and 

examine the potential of CE as a development strategy. 

 

This chapter consists of four primary sections that draw from a diverse range of academic 

literature. Section 2.2 lays out the case for a turn to CE in terms of a critique of mainstream 

economic logics and related practices that have led to unsustainable patterns of development. 

The section uses a sustainability lens to contrast a standard ‘linear’ conception of economy 

with an alternative CE position. It directs attention to the negative social and environmental 

impacts of growth fixated economic development and introduces the notion of a CE as a 

potential fix on the environment. This section sets the scene for the underlying argument of 

this chapter; any transition towards sustainability requires a fundamental reconfiguration of 

economic organisation away from the mainstream version of operating. 

 

Section 2.3 uses the economisation and diverse economies literatures (Callon, 2009; Gibson-

Graham, Cameron, Dombroski, Healy & Miller, 2017) to reinterpret economy in more 

holistic and dynamic terms, and to destabilise neoclassical economics and the market as 

norm. Understanding economy more widely as embodied and socially constructed processes 

and practices associated with stewarding resources to generate livelihoods rather than as 

abstract measures of growth and productivity opens up the possibilities of rethinking and 
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redoing economies and of stimulating a transition towards circular economies. This 

reinterpretation of economy gives communities and nations a mandate and new tools to shape 

and reshape ‘the economy’ to a particular set of ideals. Moreover, Gibson-Graham insists that 

people are already doing this and that effective, alternative practices already exist within 

functioning economies that highlight forms of organisation outside of the neoliberal capital 

discourse.  

 

Section 2.4 takes the diverse economies literature in a novel direction to demonstrate how 

ethical considerations can be incorporated within more standard business models to enhance 

principles of prosperous livelihoods, inclusiveness and sustainability. This chapter points to 

the crucial role and responsibility of entrepreneurialism in imagining, launching and 

developing experiments, reinforcing in turn the significance of experimentation as a strategy 

for transitioning towards sustainability. 

 

Finally, section 2.5 returns to the concept of the CE and uses the ideas of experimentation and 

diverse economies to elaborate upon it as a development pathway towards sustainability. This 

section presents the CE as a source of new, socially responsible, business opportunities that 

might be available through experimenting in niche markets. It discusses opportunities and 

barriers to transitioning to more sustainable futures via a CE. 

 

 What’s wrong with ‘the economy’? 

This thesis relies heavily on demonstrating the novelty of CE by comparing it to its 

mainstream other. This sections sets out the dimensions of this other and why it is 

incompatible with more sustainable futures. The section enables me to present the CE as a 

political discourse, deliberately positioned in opposition to standard practice and designed to 

rework its economy-environment relations in pursuit of more sustainable futures. 

 The mainstream economy: Linearity and waste 

The economic narratives based on capitalist and neoliberal rationalities have been a key 

driver in shaping the governance of contemporary economies. This thesis frames these set of 

ideologies as the mainstream representative of the economy. When people speak about ‘the 

economy,’ they tend to only think of formal commodity markets and capitalist enterprises 

where the prime policy objective seeks to accumulate maximum, unregulated economic 
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growth (Gibson-Graham, 2010; Pope, 2017). This economy is perceived as a singular abstract 

entity, following inescapable market logic that controls how economic activities are practiced 

(Gibson-Graham, 2006; Mosedale, 2012). This logic assumes the only way welfare and social 

development is maximised is through continuous growth (Pope, 2017), which has, until 

recently, been the dominant - if not singular - imperative for economic development. 

 

Growth logics have, however, come with various contemporary environmental challenges. 

The term ‘linear economy’, for example, has been used to highlight the flaws within the 

mainstream method of production and to direct attention to transitions towards a more 

circular system of resource utilization (Murray et al., 2017). Critics argue that mainstream 

economies are linear economies and that developed societies have been operating in a linear 

economy since the industrial economy (Esposito, Tse & Soufani, 2017). Linear economies 

are based on a one-directional model of production where material inputs are used to create 

mass-produced goods that are priced, traded, then typically discarded after a single use  As 

Stahel (2016: p.436) states, “the linear economy is driven by ‘bigger-better-faster-safer’ 

syndrome” whereby companies make money by selling high volumes of cheap, low quality, 

short-lasting goods. With few exceptions, once products have been utilised for their initial 

value, they tend to be removed from the formal economy and perceived as waste (Andrews, 

2015; Kama, 2014). This forms a ‘take-make-dispose’ pattern of economy, dominated by 

single-use goods and services (Andrews, 2015; Esposito et al., 2017; Drabe & Herstatt, 

2016). The linear economy has benefited the creative, manufacturing and retail industries by 

fuelling a constant demand for new goods to satisfy artificial needs, however, this process has 

inflicted significant damage on the environment (Andrews, 2015). 

 

However, various bodies of literature have become interested in new and innovative 

pathways towards development, which require a fundamental reconfiguration of how 

economic activities are understood, organised and practiced. These new contributions 

emphasise a shift away from the mainstream model of economy and its unsustainable patterns 

of development, towards a system founded on prosperity and transitions towards 

sustainability. 
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 The rise of Sustainable Development and Corporate Social Responsibility 

The 1987 Brundtland Report on Sustainable Development (SD) presented a potential 

alternative model of economic development, which is most commonly defined as 

development that meets the needs of the present, without compromising the ability of future 

generations (WCED, 1987, p.43). While there are various components of sustainability that 

this report sought to address, the key message for this thesis is that economic development 

needs to balance natural resource preservation (Ramos, Caeiro, Moreno Pires & Videira, 

2018). In the ensuing decades, however, the majority of mainstream production efforts 

ignored Brundtland (Murray et al., 2017; WCED, 1987), generating increasing anxiety and 

concern for the future sustainability of natural resources and producing an ecological crisis of 

finite natural resources (Murray et al., 2017; Bauhardt, 2014). It is increasingly accepted 

across various bodies of literature that natural resources are depleting and increasing in 

scarcity, and that this can be directly attributed to environmental degradation produced by 

industry and a mainstream market logic that has failed to reflect the total costs of production 

(Cohen & Winn, 2007; Esposito et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2017; O’Neil, 2017; Prendeville, 

Cherim & Bocke, 2018). 

 

Sustainable development in the spirit of Brundtland, by contrast, seeks to simultaneously 

achieve economic prosperity, environmental cleanliness and social responsibility, termed the 

‘triple bottom line (TBL)’ (Elkington, 1997, 2013; Ren et al., 2013). In recent years, the 

broad concerns of sustainable development discourses within societies in the Global North 

have been worked into more specific discourses of corporate environmental responsibility 

(Feng & Yang, 2007; Ghisellini, Cialani & Ulgiati 2015; Korhonen, Honkasalo & Seppälä, 

2018; Geissdoerfer, Savaget, Bocken & Hultink, 2017). Vermeulen & Witjes (2016) describe 

how scholars in the late 20th century working with these ideas began to argue that companies 

should begin to look beyond a profit-generating motive, and instead corporate strategy should 

be guided by an ethical discretionary that considers wider expectations of society (Buscombe, 

2018). At the corporate level, the TBL agenda has come to form the backbone of notions of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR), which emphasise sustainability in business based on 

environmental and community concerns as well as commercial success (Elkington, 1997, 

2013). This has informed a new sustainable development discourse that assumes these three 

components can be mutually supportive (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Bocken, Miller, 

Weissbrod, Holgado & Evans, 2017). 
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 Challenging the linear model of production 

Within the CSR literature, the mainstream linear model of development is criticised as 

unsustainable because production is dependent on the extraction of natural capital and the 

subsequent return of large volumes of (often-unavoidable) waste back to the environment 

with disregard for the sustainability of the process (Andrews, 2015; Gregson & Crang, 2015; 

Reike, Vermeulen & Witjes, 2018). Mainstream market logic assumes that natural resources 

are abundant, easy to source and cheap to dispose of, hence failing to consider the finite and 

exhaustible nature of natural resources (Gregson & Crang, 2015; Reike et al., 2018). This 

logic has accelerated the speed and volume of the throughput of natural resources with 

disdain for the notion of limited reserves (Anotonio, 2011; Dullien et al., 2011). While the 

law of supply and demand assumes that raw material inputs are priced and traded according 

to their scarcity, the effects of this process on nature (depletion, scarcity, waste) are excluded 

from the market price (Bauhardt  2014). Economists define this process as the externalisation 

of ecological costs, whereby all externalities are separate from the market and instead passed 

on to the environment (Bauhardt, 2014; Bechtel, Bojko & Völkel, 2013; Taylor & 

Weerapana, 2009). 

 

The linear model of production has guided a global development discourse that is 

economically, socially and culturally dependent on the extraction of natural capital, with no 

reflected accountability (Prior, Guirco, Mudd, Mason & Behrisch, 2012; Dullien, Herr & 

Kellermann., 2011). The underlying environment-economy relationship and dependency has 

dire consequences for the future sustainability of natural resources. As a consequence, over 

the past 100 years global material consumption has increased eightfold (Prendeville et al. 

(2017; Krausmann et al., 2009) and this rate is expected to have tripled by 2050 (UNEP, 

2011). Modern society is consuming resources 50% faster than the earth can replace or 

reproduce (Esposito et al., 2017). Therefore continuing to operate the linear economy 

founded on eternal growth cannot be environmentally sustainable (Andrews, 2015; Bonciu, 

2014; Esposito et al., 2017; Sauvé, Bernard & Sloan, 2016). 

 

The challenge of increasing resource scarcity not only presents environmental concern but is 

negatively affecting social and economic domains. As natural resource stocks are depleting 

and affecting ecology, global economic output is falling, described as an “ironic backslide in 

productivity across time” (Esposito et al., 2017: p.10). This effect is particularly pronounced 
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in the mining sector (Esposito et al., 2017; Guirco, Prior, Mudd, Mason & Behrisch, 2010; 

Mason, Prior, Mudd & Guirco, 2011), but is present wherever externalising environmental 

considerations has provided short term economic benefits for profit-maximising firms at the 

expense of the wider economy through resource depletion, price volatility and the 

phenomenon of peak prices (Prendeville et al., 2017; The McKinsey Global Institute, 2011). 

Dullien et al. (2011) predict that without a drastic change in methods of production and 

consumption, price hikes will continue to accelerate in coming decades, especially as we 

reach new resource peaks. 

Sustainability scholars have long debated the value of this unregulated growth and these 

types of studies show that the efficiency of resource use must significantly increase in order 

to reduce social and environmental value loss (Bocke & Short, 2016; Tukker & Tischner, 

2006). While they argue it is not the nature of growth and consumption itself per se that is 

causing environmental degradation, it is the extreme scale in which these patterns are 

followed that presents implications for achieving sustainability (Salimath & Chanda, 2018). 

As Dullien et al. (2011: p.185) argue, “for ecological reasons it is simply not possible to 

continue with the existing type of growth for another century or so without disastrous 

consequences.” The negative effects of market externalisation not only impose damage in 

present time, but impose (environmental, economic and social) constraints for future growth. 

This thesis therefore positions the linear economy as fundamentally incompatible with 

sustainable development. 

 Future Directions 

The effect of depleting resources and increasing price volatility of raw materials has 

emphasised the need to rethink the mainstream model of economy and develop a new, 

alternative and potentially transformative vision of 21st century economies (Drabe & 

Herstatt, 2016; Lieder & Rashid, 2016). So far, this thesis reiterates the argument presented 

by Longhurst et al. (2016); any questions around achieving sustainability transitions cannot 

be separated from questioning the continued dominance of mainstream economic rationale. 

New contributions to the literature are disputing growth-centred understandings of ‘the 

economy’ as an inescapable market logic and are providing direction towards more diverse 

and sustainable ways of organising economy. They identify alternative innovative business 

models and radical technologies associated with corporate social responsibility (CSR) Cohen 

& Winn (2007), many of which embrace new sustainability initiatives such as circular 
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reprocessing supply chains, or circular economies. Before turning our attention to circular 

economies (Section 2.5), however, the next two sections seek to build an understanding of 

economy as a set of diverse, embodied and socially constructed practices rather than 

disembodied and impersonal market exchanges. 

 Understanding Diverse Economies 

As outlined in Chapter 1, I situate this research within the growing body of literature 

interested in alternative economies, most notably Michel Callon’s economisation project and 

J.K. Gibson-Graham’s interest in diverse economies. These scholars have worked alongside 

colleagues to make fundamental challenges to the way ‘economy’ is understood and 

practiced. Both draw on poststructuralist ideas to highlight and enact the possibility of 

economies beyond capitalism (e.g. see Gibson-Graham, 2006, 2010; Zademach & Hillebrand, 

2013). Scholars are criticising how the domination of mainstream economic logic has become 

“extradiscursive” (beyond discourse), fixing ‘the economy’ in social imagination without 

ever questioning its meaning (Mosedale, 2012: p.195). This narrow understanding stifles the 

possibility for alternative modes of organisation (Mosedale, 2012). Callon and colleagues 

seek to understand how economies (and markets) are generated through sociotechnical 

experimentation, which is always bound contextually to specific social action as well as the 

practices of actors at a point in time. Callon and others working in this field emphasise the 

significance of experimentation as a basis for enacting alternative economic discourses. 

Similarly, Gibson-Graham and colleagues emphasise action in making different worlds. They 

highlight the diverse practices already occurring in economies and advocate for a 

proliferation of new highly socialised economic activities as a basis for overthrowing 

dominant mainstream logics. 

 Economisation and market-making (marketisation) 

Callon, in collaboration with other scholars, has sought to understand the “processes through 

which activities, behaviours and spheres or fields are established as being economic” 

(Çalışkan & Callon, 2009: p.370). His theory of economisation challenges the undue 

autonomy given ‘the economy’ by traditional economists, who have treated it as a set of 

disembodied transactions between sellers and buyers (Callon, 1998). Economisation studies 

emphasise how actors work collectively to make economies (economisation) and markets 

(marketisation) (Berndt and Wirth, 2018; Cohen 2018; Kama 2019; Komljenovic & 

Robertson, 2016; Wang, 2018; Webber and Kennedy, 2018;). 
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There are significant challenges in defining the economy, as “there is no single way of 

organising the economy and moreover organising it satisfactorily or even effectively” 

(Callon, 2010: p.163). Rather, economies are extraordinarily diverse, and Callon draws on the 

performativity thesis to turn attention to how they are made, their inherent incompleteness, 

and how they might thus be remade. To describe economy as performative means that 

‘economy’ itself is not merely a descriptive word, but in fact formats, shapes and performs 

what the economy consists of (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009, 2010). 

Callon and colleagues focus attention on how economies are made through sociotechnical 

experimentation (Çalışkan and Callon, 2010), but others focus on their formatting through 

regulation (Cohen, 2018; Komljenovic & Robertson, 2016). Taken together, economisation 

refers to those actions, devices, rules and actors that qualify objects, organisations and 

behaviours to fit the practical description of ‘economic’ (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009). 

Geographers now working with ideas of economisation have drawn heavily on Berndt & 

Boeckler’s (2009) characterisation of it as ‘market making’ or marketisation. This body of 

work directs attention to the dynamic processes that work to create a markets architecture, 

beginning from the observation that economists and their critics have failed to treat the 

market itself as an object for research inquiry. As Vargo (2011: p.126) states simply, “we 

have never really studied it [the market] nor do we know how it operates.” Callon (2009) 

argues that one cannot define the market without understanding the diverse actors and 

processes involved in shaping, and reshaping, its architecture. Markets are always in the 

making, as nothing is inherently economic but everything can become economic (Callon 

2016; Çalışkan & Callon, 2009, 2010). Resources become ‘economic’ through processes of 

calculation, valuation and exchange, hence marketisation is an investment of ongoing efforts 

(Çalışkan & Callon, 2010). Çalışkan and Callon (2010: p.5) attribute five key actions that 

collectively work to frame a market: 

i) Pacifying goods: framing goods as tradeable commodities 

ii) Marketising agencies: the human, material and technical devices that value 

goods in the market 

iii) Market encounters: practices where valuation can take place 

iv) Price setting: instruments and procedures that translate values into figures 

v) Market design and maintenance: markets are performed through 

experimentation and modelling 



  

14 

 

Marketisation highlights how markets are constantly being made, shaped and (un)made 

through institutional and technical arrangements that allow humans to act within and 

constitute markets (Berndt & Boeckler, 2009; Çalışkan & Callon, 2010; Callon & Muniesa, 

2005). Markets are not identical but evolve, are differentiated and diversified (Callon, Meadel 

& Rabeharisoa, 2002; Komljenovic & Robertson, 2016). They are less predefined, socially 

embedded institutions, and more socially and managerially constructed assemblages of 

sociotechnical and institutional capacities that organise the production and circulation of 

goods. Companies can position themselves in existing categories and/or create new markets 

(Blanchet, 2017). As a consequence, “[markets] can be designed to respond to particular 

orientations and requirements” (Callon, 2010: p.163). 

Building on these framings, Calışkan & Callon (2010) understand markets as agencements or   

socio-technical configurations of different capacities to act, including human and non-human 

market actors, knowledges, rules, institutions, contexts and technologies (Callon, 2007). 

Calculation is distributed through human actors and material devices that both organise and 

stabilise the economic encounters (Callon & Muniesa, 2005). Several scholars have utilised 

these market framings in diverse contexts to explore how markets are not solely constructed 

by their traders or producers, but configured by a multitude of market actors and devices; for 

example, competitors, consumers, production technologies, the media, knowledge, and rules 

(Blanchet, 2017; Martin & Schouten, 2014; Scott, Martin & Schouten, 2014). Economic 

calculation, valuation and exchange arise through the relations between actors, these 

processes collectively shape agency and give meaning to action (Berndt & Boeckler, 2009; 

Çalışkan & Callon, 2010). 

The agency of each actor is relational and distributed and no agent acts alone (Callon, 2007). 

Competition is structured by the dynamics among actors in the agencement. Often the most 

established or resourceful firms dominate and reproduce the structure of the market, yet when 

new firms position themselves within markets they challenge the dynamics (Källman, 2016). 

Products are differentiated through ‘qualification’ practices that differentiate and position 

them relative to other products (Callon et al., 2002). Qualification can produce differentiated 

values for consumers and competitive advantage for firms (Callon et al., 2002). 

Markets, then, arise organically from contextually specific (embedded in time and space) 

exchanges (Komljenovic & Robertson, 2016). The economic subject is shaped, formed and 

constituted by social structures, local context and agency (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009; 
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Mosedale, 2012). Blanchet (2017), for example, discusses the emergence of the ethical 

fashion category, a new market category fuelled by aberrances to the conventional industry. 

This research draws on Callon & Çalışkan’s five market framings to conclude the assembly 

of people, objects and concepts collectively constructed a system of market representation 

that describes the product, company and consumer values of the category (Blanchet, 2017). 

This example reinforces the in-the-making nature of market processes, as well as highlighting 

the crucial role actors play in framing and shaping markets. Actors are not determined by 

their environment, but they themselves engage in processes that frame and shape the market. 

In summary, economy is the outcome of economisation and the making of ‘economic’ 

institutions, subjects and objects. Organisation of activities takes multiple forms, which 

evolve through collective processes (Callon & Muniesa, 2005; Callon, 2010); that is, “the 

economy is an achievement rather than a starting point or a pre-existing reality that can 

simply be revealed and acted upon” (Çalışkan & Callon, 2009: p.370). For the scope of this 

thesis, economisation and marketisation provide helpful theoretical constructs for 

investigating the configurations of subjects, objects and institutions into the achievement of 

circular economies. Treating the making of markets as performative in this way exposes 

the plurality of potential diversity in the way economic activities can be organised (Callon, 

2007), and lays the ground for constituting space for economic practices outside narrow 

capitalocentric framings (Zademach & Hillebrand, 2013; Roelvink, et al., 2015). It highlights 

the variable, emergent and evolving dimensions of economic activities, therefore how 

mainstream logic can be reconfigured to fit different, diverse forms of economic organisation 

in specific contexts. At the same time, the ‘economisation’ thesis also points to how 

alternative economies must be made, a recognition that has led to interest in experimentation 

as a process of economisation and a methodology for studying it. 

 Experimentation 

New contributions to the economisation literature treat experimentation as an ongoing 

dimension of economies and markets (Callon, 2009; Kama, 2014). Market framings emerge 

out of a mixture of experimentation, trial and errors, observation and evaluation of the effects 

produced (Callon, 2009; Komljenovic & Robertson, 2016; Çalışkan & Callon, 2010). 

Economic experiments are constructed, regulated and enacted through diverse relations 

between market actors and devices. Many are purposefully designed to overturn established 

forms of coordination (Callon & Muniesa, 2007; Callon, 2009). Callon refers to in-vitro (in 
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the lab) versus in-vivo experiments (in the wild), each of which become mobilised and 

shaped by normative prescriptions, practical knowledge and sociotechnical intervention 

(2009). Both forms of experimentation test new ideas and generate insights into the 

possibility of alternative organisation away from the mainstream discourse. 

Assembling a market experiment requires the conjoint work of scientific, political and 

economic actors, knowledge and techniques (Blok, 2013). In a sense, all interventions are 

experiments, where experimentation involves monitoring and reflexivity in the context of 

uncertain outcomes, and experimenters and participants alike evaluate the effects, affects and 

results of the economic activity (Callon, 2007). Indeed, Callon understands the economy as a 

set of ongoing collective experiments, but also insists that a growing number of market 

categories are the outcome of genuine processes of purposeful experimentation bound up 

with on-going socio-technical assemblage (Callon, 2009; Callon & Muniesa, 2005). 

Callon (2009) examines experimentation through carbon markets where the invention of 

certificates and pricing tools (e.g. carbon taxes and emission trading schemes) have been 

enacted by innovators in-the-wild in pursuit of economic and environmental compromise 

(Callon, 2009). These experiments have had some successes, but have also failed widely, 

with various NGOs observing that they are causing more environmental problems than they 

are solving (Callon, 2009; Blok 2013). Experimentation is an on-going challenge and market 

concerns are continually revised in face of new challenges (Cohoy, Trompette & Araujo, 

2016). In short, markets remain in-the-making, and the idea of experimentation is being 

increasingly taken up to grasp the opportunities that this portends for doing economy 

differently. The Finish government, for example, has recently highlighted experimentation as 

a new paradigm for growth in the transition towards sustainability (Antikainen, Alhola, 

& Jääskeläinen., 2017). This paradigm emphasises the role of business in accelerating 

transitions by experimenting with innovative business models. It points to the political 

potential of experimentation as a tool to enact new formations that rethink the realms of 

valuation and exchange beyond the mainstream economic discourse. 

 Experimenting for ethical considerations 

In recent time, this work has begun to turn towards encouraging diversity in mainstream 

economies. Perhaps the most celebrated work in this field to date has been the diverse and 

community economies project of J.K. Gibson-Graham and colleagues. Drawing on their 

feminist critique of political economy, this research agenda was inspired by the limitations of 
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representing all economic activities as dominantly capitalist (Gibson-Graham, 1996). They 

argue that mainstream economic discourse only gives value to certain categories or practices, 

undervaluing essential practices or relations through which the economy is performed 

(Gibson-Graham, 2008). In reality, however, the market economy is only one of a bundle of 

diverse social practices that provide livelihoods and social reproduction from resources 

together (Mosedale, 2012; Callon, 2007; Gibson-Graham, 2008). Like Callon, they use the 

idea of performativity to emphasise that economies are always in the process of becoming. 

Their approach is explicitly ethical and they insists that there is great potential for markets to 

be (re)shaped to account for people and planetary well-being, and less stringent on capital 

(Gibson-Graham, Cameron & Healy, 2013). 

As pioneers of the ‘diverse economy’ research agenda, these feminist theorists have 

developed a suite of research techniques designed to cultivate more diverse people and 

environment centred economies; framed as the community economies collective (CEC) 

(Gibson-Graham, 1996, 2006). They present the diverse economies framework (table 1) as an 

initial guideline to rethink the socially constructed boundaries of the mainstream narrative 

(Gibson-Graham, 2006, 2013). These techniques were designed to broaden ones’ conception 

of ‘the economy’ and highlight the possibility of alternative economies that are not solely 

submissive to “the bottom line” or “imperatives of capital” (Gibson-Graham & Roelvink, 

2011: p.30). These techniques were developed to transform ‘ourselves’ into new economic 

subjects that can take ethical action within the economic realm to build sustainable, non-

capitalist economic alternatives (Gibson-Graham, 2006, 2008). Table 2.1 reflects the plurality 

of existing practices that negotiate exchange, perform labour activities and stimulate 

innovation via diverse modes of organisation (Gibson-Graham, 2006). 
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Table 2-1. The diverse economy framework 

Source: Gibson-Graham et al., 2013, p.13 

 

This framework positions the economy as a site of economic diversity, politics and 

transformation (Gibson-Graham, 2006). The diverse economy research agenda prompts 

participants to imagine new versions of enterprise where ethics play a crucial role in 

decisions. Proponents of this model argue the reframing technique can be harnessed to build 

more socially and environmentally just economies by amplifying the ethical practices that 

already exist (Gibson-Graham, 2006). A recent collection of case studies of contemporary 

diverse economy projects extends this research agenda (Roelvink et al., 2015), with Callon 

contributing a chapter exploring ‘how to design alternative markets,’ within a marketisation 

framework (Callon, 2015). 

He argues that one of “contemporary societies’ major challenges” is to build economies that 

allow for collective, innovative action that can allocate resources, express market demands 

and calculate values in different ways (Callon, 2015: p.344). Using a case study of the 

construction of markets for genetically modified organisms he seeks to demonstrate how new 

‘agencements’ are both conceivable and realizable, and how the ways in which they are built 

are so important to the nature of economy that might emerge. He argues that different 

economies with different outcomes can be built through careful sociotechnical 

experimentation and the co-production of knowledge and co-learning. He shows how what 

we consider to be objective and completed market arrangements are themselves experimental 

devices that collectively organise actor subjectivities, projects and material structures that 

frame evolving elements, new market configurations and potentially diverse economies over 

time (Callon, 2015). 
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In the context of my research, Callon (2015) offers important insights into how socially 

responsible enterprises might prompt the diverse economies required for just social and 

environmental futures. As Jonker & de Witte (2005: p.2) observe, the challenge is to consider 

the conditions under which businesses might open up space in market economies and deliver 

on ‘a duty to society to do more than just make profits’. Sociotechnical experimentation with 

economic organisation that challenges mainstream logics is one such intervention. This thesis 

seeks to connect the contributions of Gibson-Graham, Callon and others from a critical social 

theory tradition to the literature on sustainable entrepreneurship and corporate social 

responsibility so as to harness the corporate potential for driving social change to more 

radical social change. In particular, I aim to rethink the notion of circular economies, where 

markets are designed, shaped and reshaped to enhance resource utilisation and reduce waste. 

The following section turns to the literature examining transitions to urban sustainability, 

drawing on lenses of corporate social responsibility and social enterprise to provide context 

of corporate ethics in relation to the growing interest in CE thinking. 

 People, profit & planet: The role of entrepreneurship for urban 
sustainability 

SMEs [Small-to-medium enterprises] are seen as the creativity pools where new ideas, 

concepts and even business models are first tested and explored. Once involved, ongoing 

dialogue between program members/officers and SMEs after the implementation of 

environmental initiatives is likely to result in sustained levels of environmental 

consciousness and openness for further improvements (Burch et al., 2017: p.29) 

The sustainability transitions literature tends to focus attention on the need to transform 

economic mindsets from growth to resource-limited development. While much of the 

literature has focused on policy realms, the neoliberal erosion of policy capabilities has seen 

commentators turn to business practice itself as a source of change (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation [EMF], 2012; Etchart & Comolli, 2013; EU, 2014). Scholars have begun to ask 

how new sustainability solutions may emerge through radical experiments, trial and error and 

co-creation in urban contexts (Burch et al., 2017; Jalas et al., 2017; Kivimaa, Hildèn, 

Huitema, Jordan & Newig, 2017; Laakso, 2017; Longhurst et al., 2016; Sengers, Wieczorek 

& Raven, 2016). This turn in thinking opens up promising bridges with Callon and Gibson-

Graham in exploring the ways markets might incorporate ethical considerations to address 

contemporary social and environmental challenges. 
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 Experimentation in and with sustainability transitions 

The sustainability transitions literature regards experimenting with alternative forms of 

economic organisation as a “source of hope” and “seeds of sustainable change” (Sengers et 

al., 2016: p.9). This body of literature begins from the position that any transition towards 

sustainability requires a profound shift away from a growth-centred economy (Longhurst et 

al., 2016). Ultimately this must require changes in business practice, the cultivation of new 

forms of value and the adoption of green growth and innovative technologies. Currently 

serious research in this regard is confined to a few experimental sectors, such as renewable 

energy, electric mobility and organic goods (Sengers et al., 2016). There is great opportunity 

to expand this body of literature, particularly so in NZ markets. 

Sengers et al. (2016) identified and analysed 170 publications within the sustainability 

transitions literature from its emergence in 1990s to 2015 to create a generalised 

understanding of experimentation. They define experimentation within this context as “an 

inclusive, practice-based and challenge-led initiative designed to promote system innovation 

through social learning under questions of uncertainty and ambiguity” (Sengers et al., 2016: 

p.9). Sengers et al. (2016) identify two key trajectories of experimentation through time: a 

‘techno/managerial line’ and a ‘social/civic’ line. Experimentation efforts were initially 

focused on technological, firm-driven innovation that sought to create niches for sustainable 

technologies, in turn, this introduced new market categories (Sengers et al., 2016). More 

recently, the social line emphasises how the role of engaged citizens can foreground social 

innovation to inspire and drive transformational change (Sengers et al., 2016; Seyfang & 

Haxeltine, 2012). 

Sengers and colleagues conclude that experimenting offers opportunity to trial behaviour, 

gain new knowledge and pursue innovative economic activities in an alternative space away 

from the status quo (Heiskanen, Jalas, Rinkinen & Taino, 2015; Laakso, 2017; Sengers et al., 

2016). However, they also insist that experiments need to be inclusive of a variety of actors, 

where initiatives combine existing and new networks of actor knowledge, capability and 

resources, who may also have potentially different or conflicting expectations (Antikainen et 

al. 2017; Sengers et al., 2016). The important point here for this thesis is that there are echoes 

in this work of both the need to cultivate new caring and community-focused economic 

subjects as per Gibson-Graham; and the sense of an experiment as a sociotechnical 
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intervention designed in recognition of material, institutional and cognitive obduracy of 

central social systems, as per Callon.  

 Sustainable Entrepreneurship 

As the divide between the state and the market fades (Nijhof et al., 2005), the challenge of 

harnessing markets to social change and environmental prosperity is becoming more 

prominent. The issue of sustainability and efforts to bring SD into practice is gaining new 

traction as ‘business-as-usual’ attitudes are becoming increasingly scrutinised (Markman. 

Russo, Lumpkin, Jennings & Mair, 2016; Pirson, 2012). While no one business actor can 

solely steer the transition towards sustainability, all actors can influence the speed and 

direction of transition (Burch et al., 2017). Thus, while industry is one of the largest 

contributors to environmental degradation, it also has the potential to lead positive change 

through novel business solutions (Burch et al., 2017; Cohen & Winn, 2007; Nijhof et al., 

2005). Scholars in the business studies literature have begun to ask how this might be 

achieved through new business and governance models as well as innovation in product 

design and production processes (Burch et al., 2017; Holliday, Schmidheiny & Watts, 2002). 

Special issues on sustainable business models are appearing in international academic 

journals addressing corporate responsibility, for example, the Journal of Cleaner Production 

(2013), and Organisation and Environment (2016). Commentators are asking how the 

transition to sustainability can be achieved through new ethical business practice (Markman 

et al., 2016), and to seek out exemplars of sustainably oriented businesses experimenting 

with sustainably oriented innovations (SOI) (Burch et al., 2017). 

The following discussion draws from two traditions in this literature, CSR and Social 

Enterprise (SE), to explore how organisations are incorporating ethical considerations. CSR 

and SE are socially constructed concepts that have developed in academia over time to 

represent slightly different socio-technical processes that are being drawn together in 

contemporary CE debates (Grant & Dart, 2008; Grant & Palakshappa, 2018; Kurucz, Colbert 

& Wheeler, 2008). 

 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

Following Bruntdland’s recommendations (see 2.2), policy formulation began to arise in the 

1970s initiating goals for CSR, founded on the notion that corporations should integrate 

moral considerations beyond what the law requires (Elkington, 1997, 2013; Sethi, 1975). 
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Business ethics are understood as the everyday moral rules that guide organisations (Chell, 

Spence, Perrini & Harris, 2014). Many SOIs have arisen from shifting conventional business 

ethics in light of CSR and attempts to balance the companies TBL (see 2.1) (Aguinis & 

Glavas, 2012; Markman et al., 2016; Walsh et al., 2013; Grant & Palakshappa, 2018). The 

argument was that restructuring every-day business practices to create markets that prioritise 

sustainability principles can reduce contemporary environmental challenges and degradation 

at the firm level (Cohen & Winn, 2007). Achieving this requires a revaluation of mainstream 

economic logic and a reconsideration of the relationship between business and its broader 

social context (Jonker & de Witte, 2006). 

An emergent CSR agenda often requires a complete reorientation of the company’s core 

perspective in order to form new relationships, create new values and develop new strategies 

(Nijhof et al., 2005). This requires significant commitment from the leader and cooperation at 

all levels of the company (Higgs 2006; Nijhof et al., 2005). The market orientation of 

employing a TBL focus seeks to find the most efficient and effective deployment of resources 

(Pirson, 2009), thereby creating long-term value using fewer resources (Dees, 2011). 

 Social enterprise 

The social enterprise tradition roots home more of the impetus for transitions to new ethical 

entrepreneurs experimenting with diverse modalities, to explore new business models and 

finding new ways to create shared value in response to shifting community and consumer 

values (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Markman et al., 2016). The literature is tracking 

entrepreneurs who are incorporating TBL values to achieve a social purpose. Social 

entrepreneurship, a new form of activism, is manifest across society as creative change 

makers that test new solutions to entrenched social, economic and environmental problems 

(Etchart & Comolli, 2013; Keohane, 2013). In this sense, entrepreneurs utilise commercial 

skills to create and sell innovative products or services towards a broader mission that public 

and private sector markets value ineffectively (Austin, Stevenson & Wei-Skillern, 2006; 

Dacin et al., 2011; Etchrat & Comolli, 2013; Gibson-Graham, 2008; Haugh, 2005; Longhurst 

et al., 2016). 

 

Kerlin (2010) discusses how there is great debate around the definition of social enterprise 

and social entrepreneurship in the literature, as there is significant variation in the way SE is 

practiced in business. However, most researchers can agree that the fundamental difference 
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between a conventional enterprise and a SE is derivative of the organisation’s purpose and 

what it seeks to maximise (Austin et al., 2006; Chell, Spence, Perrini & Harris, 2014; 

Weerwarden & Mort, 2006). A social purpose is seen as a commitment to addressing social 

problems as well as creating social or community value (Dees & Anderson, 2003; Etchart & 

Comolli 2013). For Etchart & Comolli (2013: p.1) SEs are “businesses that solve critical 

social problems in a sustainable manner.” 

SE is also seen as a process driven by innovation as well as ethics, and thus as creating new 

value that had not been previously available to society from the development of new 

economic goods, material sourcing or market configurations (Haugh, 2005; Nicholls & Cho, 

2006; Pirson, 2009). The literature applauds SEs for their ability to implement creative 

solutions towards contemporary social challenges that break patterns and disrupt ‘stable’ 

(unsustainable) systems (Nicholls & Cho, 2006; Pirson, 2009), and argues that the SE 

economy is growing exponentially (Etchart & Comolli, 2013). The ‘Annual Review of the 

State of CSR in Australia and NZ’, for example, documents a 59% increase in NZ 

participants between 2016 and 2017 alone (ACCSR, 2017). 

 Sustainable Entrepreneurship in practice 

Social entrepreneurship depends on a view of business not solely as an income stream but as 

a vehicle for social change (Burch et al., 2017; Rodgers, 2010; Wallet & Taylor, 2002). The 

sustainability transitions literature has identified a trend where new market entrants produce a 

SOI that outlines their environmental credentials. These are typically managed by someone 

with strong personal sustainability values and represent “an investment of the 

owner/manager’s own lives and values,” (Burch et al., 2017: p.29). They are also generally 

an experiment to commodify an entrepreneur’s personal values and sense of responsibility, 

assuming there will be a market niche for such a good that allows new SOI’s to create a brand 

identity on these principles (Rodgers, 2010; Williams & Schaefer, 2013; Burch et al., 2017). 

In this way SOIs can shift the market in which they operate and actively shape the transition 

towards sustainability from the bottom-up whilst operating profitably (Burch et al., 21017; 

Loorbach & Wijsman, 2013). With SOIs typically arising from small-to-medium (SME) size 

firms (Burch et al., 2017), this bottom-up drive to transitioning has an added vitality. 

This discussion symbolises how sustainable solutions are intertwined within assemblages of 

social processes and practices (Chell et al., 2016). Social/sustainable entrepreneurs can create 

pragmatic and resourceful business models to experiment with solutions that can address 
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societal problems, like resource scarcity. Working beyond their own individual 

entrepreneurial venture with other businesses, community groups, or more formal 

government-led incubator initiatives, these experiments can become social ventures and 

learning laboratories where innovative solutions can be generated to disrupt the status-quo 

and address social problems (Dees, 2011). This collective experimentation in-the-wild 

(Callon 2009), can stimulate both firm-level innovation and wider sociotechnical conditions 

that enable organisations to overcome inertia and foster further innovation, or encourage up-

scaling through business growth (Burch et al., 2017; Weissbrod & Bocken 2017). 

The ethics of social entrepreneurship are thus emergent in business practice as well as 

processes of social action and value creation associated with challenging the status quo (Chell 

et al., 2016). Social entrepreneurs are not necessarily inherently moral beings, but learn 

through opportunity as well as changing social attitudes about the environment (Chell et al., 

2016; Urbano et al., 2017). Their values are changing through their everyday practice in the 

same way as citizens, consumers and employees are (Gonzalez et al., 2015). In this way CSR 

models are becoming normalised in multiple ways beyond the purchasing power of 

consumers (Gonzalez et al., 2015), which is often presumed to drive them in established 

business thinking and critique alike (Debrowski & Hanmer-Lloyd 1994). Social good is a 

force in and of itself as well as a business opportunity. The consciously recognised and stated 

motives for CSR vary widely from business opportunity to social pressure, changing 

attitudes, ethical commitments from business owners, and technological opportunities (Chell 

et al., 2016; Burch et al. 2017). 

These different motivations for pursuing SOI are carried within business models. In contrast 

to the conventional profit motive, SE activities are fundamentally driven by a social purpose. 

Commonly, financial success and growth are presented as necessary steps to grow, strengthen 

and sustain the experiment, rather than the purpose of the business and ends in themselves. In 

many cases, profits for the most part are reinvested into the enterprise to stimulate further 

social impact (non-profit SE). Of course, however, for these enterprises and many others with 

less pure intent, social missions are also designed to make profits (for-profit SE) (Dees & 

Anderson, 2003; Etchert & Comolli, 2013). The environmental challenges facing 

contemporary society present huge business opportunities for mainstream business as well as 

niche players. 



  

25 

 

Proponents of ethical business try hard, however, to differentiate between those businesses 

motivated narrowly to create economic value and those that are co-motivated by ethical 

values (Dees & Anderson, 2003). The challenge of making this distinction in practice is a 

major criticism of ethical entrepreneurialism, yet for many this misses the more important 

point that ethical businesses exist and are becoming a more prominent feature of the 

economic landscape. Further, it is difficult to grow or mainstream SOIs without in some way 

compromising the ethical character of the product, concept or idea, but this need not 

invalidate the ethical content of their efforts or the efforts of ethical entrepreneurs in other 

context. Thus Etchart & Comolli, (2013: p.2) identify a spectrum of social enterprise, each 

type of which makes some contribution to improved environmental and social performance – 

from minimal changes in practice (e.g. recycling in workplaces) to wider incremental actions 

that are “cleaning up the mess” to firms committed to transformational economic impact. The 

politics of this approach to making knowledge about diverse economy dovetails with Gibson-

Graham’s preference for proliferation of experiments with difference as opposed to scaling-

up and panaceas. Meanwhile the unethical and the quasi-ethical continue to be subject to 

public and competitive pressures to improve their environmental and social performance. 

Table 2-2. The social enterprise strategy spectrum 

Social Enterprises For-profit companies with CSR or 
incorporated social impact as part 
of their core business 

For-profit companies 

 

Pursue both social and 
financial goals; can be non-
profit or for-profit 
organisations and should 
be sustainable. 

Financial first – financial objective 
supersedes social objectives – and 
social impact is designed through 
CSR programs or are tied to the 
value/supply chain of the company. 

Purely for-profit 
companies that base 
performance on profit. 

Source: Adapted from Etchart & Comolli, 2013: p.2 

 

The business literature acknowledges the significant challenges and difficulties for companies 

trying to balance ethical considerations against financial success (Lieder & Rashid, 2016). 

Beyond the niche market operators, sustainability transitions often appear as trade-offs with 

profitability or unfavourable economic constraints for firms rather than opportunity for 

sustainable business and growth (Lieder & Rashid, 2016). Firms have typically been 

disincentivised to incorporate environmental or social considerations into their business 

models leaving them to ignore the costs of their operations, avoid self-imposed restrictions on 
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practice, and resist those imposed by outside agencies and authorities (Cohen & Winn, 2003; 

Jonker & de Witt, 2006; Mina Okada & Mais, 2010; Lieder & Rashid, 2016). 

By emphasising the business gains and waste reduction, employee satisfaction, reputational, 

technological and specialisation advantages from CSR, innovators have begun to rewrite this 

received wisdom, at least in small measure (Halliday et al., 2002; Haugh, 2005 Konar & 

Cohen, 2001; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001). Results of empirical research in Business Studies 

indicate a positive correlation between social/environmental performance and financial 

performance via reduced costs and increased returns (Buscombe, 2018). 

Whether conceived as social enterprise or CSR, the discourse of ethical business is opening 

space for innovation and experiments that are challenging social and corporate norms and 

producing positive results in both business and ethical terms (Aguilera, Rupp, Williams & 

Ganapathi, 2007; Chell et al., 2016). This is not to underestimate the business challenges they 

face to sustain their ethical practice. Markman et al. (2016: p.674) assessed over 120 papers, 

media reports and published research to conclude that organisations are struggling to balance 

these goals in practice. The literature suggests that many actors are forced to reconfigure their 

priorities, leading in turn a call for more businesses and greater incentives to build an 

economy that centres environmental health as its primary concern (Markman & Krause, 

2016; Markman et al., 2016). Critics are encouraging new forms of organisation that 

transform the current “do-less-harm’ thinking to more proactive ‘do-no-harm’ or better yet 

‘do-good’ paradigms that restore and enhance the natural environment” (Markman et al., 

2016: p.674). The final section of this literature review discusses one such paradigm, the CE. 

 Experimenting towards a CE 

The CE model is one approach to reducing resource use in product development, while still 

allowing growth and profit seeking (Ritzén & Sandström, 2017). CE thinking focuses on 

maximising what’s already in use along all points of a product’s life cycle; from sourcing 

along the supply chain, to consumption, to utilising remaining parts at their end-of-life 

(Esposito et al., 2017). As such it seeks to ‘close the loop’ of the product lifecycle to reduce 

waste and the material and environmental costs associated with modern economies 

(Ghisellini et al., 2015; Prieto-Sandoval, Jaca & Ormazabel, 2018). As seen in figure 2-1, 

resources are no longer obtained at a cost from the environment in a linear way. Rather, the 
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production process is designed in a circular way whereby ‘waste’ becomes a resource itself 

that can be indefinitely recycled back into the economic system (Bonciu, 2014). 

Figure 2-1. Contrasting the linear and CE concepts 

Source: Sauvé et al., 2016: p.52 

 

Research on CE is a relatively young field, but it is receiving increasing attention from 

academia, governments and non-government organisations internationally, and the 

development of circular economies is in its infancy (Andrews 2015). CE ideas connect neatly 

with diverse economies (Gibson-Graham, 2008), and more mainstream concerns within 

socially responsible investment and sustainable development (Feng & Yang, 2007; Ghisellini 

et al., 2015; Korhonen et al., 2018; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The term ‘CE’ itself is an 

umbrella term that brings together many of the concerns of sustainable development into a 

focus on economy, without much of the baggage created by the antagonism between 

sustainability and development that has hindered efforts to do economy differently in the 

thirty years since Rio. Instead, it points to the possibility of combining profitability with 

sustainability by decoupling economic development from resource extraction (EMF, 2015). It 

is becoming an important promotional discourse to catalyse public action. 

 CE principles 

The World Economic Forum (WEF) and Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMF) have been 

extremely influential in educating and inspiring global progress towards CE thinking and 

application. Scholars draw from the work of the EMF in the literature (e.g. Esposito et al., 
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2017; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Schut et al., 2015) to claim the most prominent definition of 

CE was provided by the EMF’s (2012: p.7) early exploration of the concept: 

[CE] an industrial system that is restorative or regenerative by intention and design. It 

replaces the ‘end-of-life’ concept with restoration, shifts towards the use of renewable 

energy, eliminates the use of toxic chemicals, which impair reuse, and aims for the 

elimination of waste through the superior design of materials, products, systems, and, 

within this, business models. 

Building on this classification, the fundamental diversification that separates mainstream 

logic from a CE is the idea that an economic system can be regenerative by design (EMF, 

2012; Esposito et al., 2017; Gnoni, Tornese, Thorn, Carrano & Pazour, 2018). Experiments in 

this economic imagery are purposefully designed to create a system that enables effective 

reuse, repurposing and recycling of products, to retain the maximum value of materials in 

circulation (Gnoni et al., 2018). The three main strategic pillars seek to stimulate less 

resource and material consumption, produce less waste and emissions and decouple resource 

use from value creation (Gnoni et al., 2018). This model is visually represented by the 

depiction of closing loops cited in Stahel (2016: p.436). 
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Source: Stahel, 2016: p.436 

 

 CE business models 

These principles have been upscaled to form an economy-wide system that is increasingly 

guiding a new model of economic development, production and the recovery of products 

(Chiaroni & Chiesa, 2014). As such, what began as a theoretical construct has now 

progressed to see the concepts application influence policy and innovation in some of the 

world’s largest economies, including China, Japan, Scandinavia (Winans, Kendall & Deng, 

2017; Ghisellini et al., 2016). Transitioning to this type of closed system presents new 

notions of economics, to do so requires innovative business models and drastic changes in 

production and consumption patterns (Gnoni et al., 2018; Murray et al., 2015). Business is 

recognized as a key player in driving the transition to a CE system, through bottom up 

innovations (Bocken et al., 2016a; EMF, 2013; Geissdoerfer, Morioka, de Carvalho & Evans, 

2018; Prendeville et al., 2017; SBN, 2018a; Stewart & Niero, 2018). CE presents a new 

business model where wellbeing is decoupled from resource consumption (Ghisellini et al., 

Figure 2-2. The CE model 
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2016). Thus, studies have begun to look at how circular business models (CBM) can improve 

material efficiency and reduce waste leakage (e.g. see Bocken et al., 2014; EMF, 2015; 

Geissdoefer et al., 2018; Lieder & Rashid, 2016; Pireto-Sadoval et al., 2018). 

CBMs comprise of corporate strategies that are experimenting with producing longer-lasting 

products with less material input in attempt to improve material efficiency (Bocken et al., 

2016a; 2016b; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). CBMs fall in to two groups, they either foster, reuse 

and extend material life through repair, remanufacturing or upgrades, or they turn old goods 

into new resources by recycling the materials (Stahel, 2016). Either way, CE experiments are 

designed for multiple uses (Bocken et al., 2016b; Rashid et al., 2013), and when they are 

worn out or no longer required, sellers or producers should have systems in place that enable 

the responsible reuse or recycling of materials (EMF, 2015). This notion requires radical 

behaviour change at all levels and requires all economic actors (manufacturers, sellers and 

consumers) to become more active in the recycling and reusing of products (Ghisellini et al., 

2016; Lieder & Rashid, 2016). Connet et al. (2011) argue that if a product cannot be reused, 

recycled or composted then the industry should not produce it. 

Based on these understandings, the ‘3Rs’ form the fundamental building blocks of CE; 

reducing material input, reusing products and recycling product components at the end of its 

life (Ghisellini et al., 2016). However, in some cases, recycling, reuse or recovery options are 

not available, for example some waste materials are only recyclable until a certain point 

(Ghisellini et al., 2016) or some forms of plastic have contaminants (inks, metals) that 

prevent it from being recyclable (Prendeville et al., 2014). These limitations heeded the call 

for a more holistic definition where the 3R principles are integrated with principles of 

appropriate design and renewability (Ghisellini et al., 2016) and regeneration (EMF, 2012). 

Various scholars (Vermeulen et al., 2016; Kircherr, Reike & Hekkert, 2017; Potting et al., 

2017) have picked up on these additional principles to form the 9Rs. Figure 2.3 implies the 

existence of nine material loops organised in hierarchical efficiency (Kirrcher et al., 2017). 

Products need to be specifically designed for disassembly and reuse to avoid landfill waste 

discharge (Ghisellini et al., 2016). The most energy efficient strategy begins with the refusal 

to consume, progressing to the least efficient loop of recycling and recovering waste 

materials (Kirrcher et al., 2017; Potting et al., 2017). 
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Figure 2-3. The 9R Framework 

Source: Adapted from Potting et al., 2017, p.5; retrieved from Kirchher et al., 2017: p.224 

 

Bocken et al. (2016a) present three different strategies for the move towards a CE; slowing 

resource loops (reuse), closing loops (recycling) and narrowing loops (efficiency). There is 

significant evidence that linear economy business models are already narrowing the loops by, 

for example, lightening products or manufacturing efficiencies, but there is significant work 

required to slow and close resource loops (Bocken et al., 2016b). 

 

Based on contributions by Bokken et al (2014) and Bakker et al. (2010), Bocken et al. (2016) 

compiled a variety of corporate strategies that support the transition to a CE through closing 

or slowing resource cycles, this is presented below in table 2.3. In summary, slowing refers to 

the prolonged use of goods over time, whereas strategies to close the loop sees the utilisation 

of waste resources to create new values (Bocken et al., 2016a). These opportunities can be 

harnessed through experimenting with innovation to create new markets, products and value 

for business (Korhonen et al., 2018; Lacy, Keeble & McNamara, 2014). 
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Table 2-3. Business model innovations to slow and close resource loops 

Business 
model 

Definition Example of cases 

Business model strategies for slowing loops 

Access and 
performance 
model 

Providing the capability or services to 
satisfy user needs without needing to 
own physical products 

-car sharing 
-launderettes 
-leasing models (e.g. leasing 
phones, jeans) 

Extending 
product value 

Exploiting residual value of products 
– from manufacture, to consumers, 
and then back to manufacturing – or 
collection of products between 
distinct business entities 

-Return initiatives (e.g. product 
take back schemes) 
-selling refurbished electronics 
(e.g. gazelle.com) 

Classic Long-
life model 

Business models focused on 
delivering long-product life, 
supported by design for durability and 
repair for instance 

Luxury products claiming to last 
beyond a lifetime (e.g. luxury 
watch brands such as Rolex). 

Business model strategies for closing loops 

Extending 
resource value 

Exploiting the residual value of 
resources: collection and sourcing of 
otherwise “wasted” materials or 
resources to turn these into new forms 
of value 

Interface (collecting and 
supplying fishing nets as raw 
material for carpets 

Industrial 
symbiosis 

A process- orientated solution, 
concerned with using residual outputs 
from one process as feedstock for 
another process, which benefits from 
geographical proximity of businesses 

Kalundborg Eco-Industrial Park 
(http:// www.symbiosis.dk/en) 

Source: Developed from Bocken et al., (2014) and Bakker et al. (2014), retrieved from Bocken et al., 2016: 

p.313, slightly adapted by author. 

 

 The Circular Advantage 

CBMs are placed within the realm of sustainable business models as they can offer 

significant social, environmental and economic benefits (Bocken et al., 2016a; Lieder & 

Rashid, 2016). The EMF in partnership with the McKinsey Centre for Business and 

Environment (2015) estimates that in a hypothetical CE scenario the consumption of new 

materials could be reduced by 32% within 15 years by replacing primary materials (e.g. 

materials used in construction, synthetic fertilizers, among others) with recovered and 

repurposed materials (cited in Esposito et al., 2017: p.10). Further, these NGOs predict this 

transition could eliminate 100 million tonnes of global waste in just five years (Esposito, 

2017). This presents significant positive externalities for the environment, as waste 
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generation and resource depletion will be significantly lower in a CE than the linear economy 

(Lieder & Rashid, 2016). 

In addition to these environmental statistics, the literature argues how the CE model makes 

‘common sense’ and ‘business sense’ from both the production and consumption stance; if 

you transform a natural resource into economic value, you should use this value multiple 

times thus keeping the product function/use value in economic circulation for as long as 

possible (Korhonen et al., 2018). The economic objective of CE challenges the dominating 

production-consumption paradigm and seeks to retract more value from existing (already 

paid for) materials circulating the current system (Esposito et al., 2018). The current linear 

economy stimulates massive economic loss following the common-practice action of 

discarding resources landfill (Korhonen et al., 2018). Scholars and economic analysis predict 

that initiatives in the CE realm will evoke financial benefits through lower production costs 

(Bakker et al., 2010; Drabe & Herstatt, 2016; Sapere Research Group, 2018; SBN, 2018). As 

such, utilising waste as a potential resource can simultaneously reduce the cost of material 

inputs, lower the exposure to resource price shocks and stabilise the negative effects of price 

volatility (EMF, 2012; Lieder & Rashid, 2016; Preston, 2012). 

Therefore there is an undeniable economic incentive behind the transition to the CE. This is 

an important claim, following the discussion in section 2.4 that claimed companies are often 

reluctant to make the transition towards a more sustainable economic model when they don’t 

see the economic advantages (Lieder & Rashid, 2016). Harvesting waste resources is a 

significant economic activity and a key part of the global economy (Crang & Gregson, 2015). 

Esposito et al. (2017) describe how todays linear economy only generates one job for every 

10,000 tonnes of recyclable materials, transitioning to a CE could create an entirely new 

sector based on just recycling and remanufacturing activities alone. Already, the market for 

recycled goods is increasing (Winans et al., 2017). On local scale, economic analysis 

conducted by an NGO, the Sustainable Business Network (SBN) estimates that Auckland 

could liberate up to $8.8 billion to GDP by 2030 through CE experimentation (Saphare 

Group, 2018; SBN, 2018), these findings are discussed further in section 4.4. This evidence 

rearticulates the literature’s claim that companies can achieve significant economic benefits 

through CBM and product design (ATTED & SBN, 2018; EMF, 2015; Esposito et al., 2018; 

Lieder & Rashid, 2016). 
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Lieder & Rashid’s (2016: p.45) comprehensive CE framework (figure 2.4) depicts the 

dynamic and interactive relationship between resource scarcity, environmental impact and 

economic benefits. A successful CE or CBM will contribute to all three dimensions of SD 

(Korhonen et al., 2018). CBM’s redefine the traditional economic understanding of value and 

captures additional value through environmental (e.g. natural resource preservation) and 

social concerns (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). In saying this, the literature argues that companies 

often engage in CE activities for the economic advantages, and the environmental advantages 

arise as a side effects (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Bain et al., 2010; Chertow, 2007). The 

economic sphere has attracted significantly more interest than the environmental and social 

components, this is a concern as actors may disengage from CE actions if the project doesn’t 

evoke large economic benefits (Ghisellini et al., 2016). The ultimate achievement of a CE is 

an economy that is both environmentally and economically regenerative, therefore 

prioritising particular benefits at the expense of others should be avoided (Lieder & Rashid, 

2016). 

Figure 2-4. A comprehensive CE Framework 

 

Source: Lieder & Rashid, 2016: p.45 
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 Resistance to change 

Collectively, this work suggests that transitioning to a CE requires radical behaviour change 

and a new way of thinking and doing business (Bocken et al., 2016b). However, despite the 

compelling case it makes for transitioning to an economic system with ultimate resource 

utilisation, much of the world’s economy remains locked into the linear model (Lacy et al., 

2014). The literature also asks why businesses are reluctant to transition from business-as-

usual patterns and what might be done to overcome this resistance. 

Company activities are influenced by various social factors, including consumer demands and 

government policies (Vermeulen, 2006). The effectiveness of strategies often depends on the 

institutional framework where they are introduced (Zhange et al., 2013; Liu & Bai, 2014). 

Competition is structured by the dynamics of any agencement, the timing of investment and 

innovation, and various forms of path dependency (Korhonen et al., 2018). Path dependency, 

business relationship, and sunk cost lock-ins mitigate against experiments in CE, as do 

established market structures. Market leaders may not wish to put their dominance at risk, 

and others may be unable to take on the risk of experimenting (Källman, 2016; Korhonen et 

al., 2018). There are significant barriers to the take-up of CE by established firms (Zagragja 

& Rydningen 2016) (see Table 2.4). It is in this context that commentators call for 

developing regulatory incentives to encourage firms to adopt CE models (Zagragia & 

Rydningen, 2016 Ghisellini et al, 2016; Lu, 2014; Niero, Negrelli, Hoffmeyer, Oslen & 

Birkved, 2016; Witjes & Lozano, 2016). As two collaborating institutional actors, Auckland 

Tourism, Events and Economic Development (ATEED) and the SBN, observe in the NZ 

context: 

Linear solutions are the norm and status quo, therefore there is a need for strategic 

funding of circular solutions to level the playing field… nation policy levers [could be 

used] to accelerate the move towards a more CE. These can range from regulation to 

fiscal measures, such as tax reliefs and like at a local government level, innovative 

procurement solutions. (ATEED & SBN, 2018: p.9). 
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Table 2-4. Barriers that promote business-as-usual motives 

Barrier Explained 

Current product design Financial incentives support the linear economy: minimal 
markets exist for used goods, and used components often 

more expensive than resale margin 

Neoliberal market logic Environmental costs externalised from product prices 

Education Limited knowledge marketing the benefits of the CE concept 

Collaboration 
disincentivised 

Neoliberal market logic discourages shared ownership 

Investments/financing in 
technologies 

Lack of investment prepared for large, up-front investments 
supporting CE transition 

Source: adapted from Zagragia & Rydningen, 2016). 

Scholars also emphasise the central role people play in a transition to a CE, as consumers are 

the users, creators and enablers of a CE; for example, take-back schemes are unsuccessful 

without consumer participation (Stahel, 2016). The current consumption culture embedded 

within markets challenges the degree CE will be accepted (Korhonen et al., 2018). From a 

transitions perspective, a CE requires current shift from the throwaway culture of the linear 

economy to new consumption systems centred, for example, on ‘the sharing’ economy, 

where consumers can participate in leasing services or product take back strategies to create a 

more efficient use of resources (Korhonen et al., 2018). Inspiring this transition is not 

straightforward, as current consumption is guided from social norms that value convenience 

and single-use products (Bereulen & Wjites, 2016; Ghisellini et al., 2016; Prendeville et al., 

2017; Shah, 2014). Consumption culture needs to change to take CE beyond a set of technical 

tools to a set of practices and commitments that redirect the current unsustainable economic 

paradigm (Korhonen et al., 2018). Shifting norms and consumer attitudes represents a 

significant challenge, especially in diverse and highly unequal social worlds (Kirchher et al., 

2017). Research on how to meet this challenge is limited (Borrella et al. 2017). 

In these contexts, scholars and NGOs argue for the need to continue campaigning CE to 

increase social awareness of the economic benefits that accompanies the reuse of materials, 

waste reduction and reduced environmental degradation (Leider & Rashid, 2016; Winans et 

al., 2017). The number of educational programs and positional papers (e.g. EMF globally, 
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SBN in NZ) advocating the CE has grown significantly in the past 10 years, but much more is 

required. Education and information knowledge is a key strategy that can accelerate the 

transition process. As ATEED and SBN emphasise in the NZ context, “the CE is a new 

concept and many are not aware of its prole or potential, there is a need for knowledge 

transfer and skills development” (ATEED & SBN, 2018: p.9). 

 Conclusion 

This chapter has situated this research on CE within trajectories in the wider sustainability 

and green economy literature. In brief it uses the literature to argue that established models of 

economic development at all scales from the firm to the nation are stimulating unsustainable 

patterns of environmental degradation and economic development, and that we need new 

ways of doing economy. The chapter describes the development of CE thinking as one 

approach to designing ethical and environmentally sustainable business models and economic 

development strategies. It also points to the rising wave of practical experiments in CE. As a 

pathway to better futures, CE faces a set of challenges, most notably to find ways of 

rebalancing profitability and environmental ethics and to cultivate the new subjects of a CE 

(businesses, regulators, consumers, and publics). That is CE principles and practices are far 

from firmly embedded in societies dominated by the logics of linear economies. Chapter 

Three will draw on the notion of experimentation to establish a methodology for examining 

the potential of circular economies and highlighting the potential for many NZ businesses to 

introduce new ethical products and services through profitable enterprises. 
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3. Methodology 
 Introduction 

Chapter Three describes the thesis methodology. It outlines the approach taken to identify 

research objects and the qualitative methods adopted to collect the data. The chapter draws on 

the notion of experimentation as a concept for making sense of the entrepreneurial activity 

that is now making new CE markets. The concept directs attention to the active work of 

making a CE in a context in which the CE is being brought into being by socio-environmental 

entrepreneurs. I identify a set of diverse CE initiatives that I treat as experiments in 

transitions towards a CE. The initiatives identified are based on CE principles and efforts to 

find new and profitable approaches to eliminating and recirculating waste. They represent 

experiments in doing economy differently. They direct attention to transitions as process, to 

the importance of emergence and experimentation rather than instrumentalism in the design 

of new economies. 

The cases studied generally involve innovation in technologies of production and in 

organising activities, as well as in building new relationships with publics and consumers. 

They involve reconfiguring mainstream socio-technical relations and making new markets, 

from the creation of new products to new social relations of production and exchange. By 

actively cultivating and enrolling new subjects to their driving environmental ethics, the cases 

are collective social experiments. They will be studied through an analysis of their business 

models and enterprise narratives derived from interviews with key informants, corporate 

promotions material, and coverage. The aim is to highlight the experimental qualities of the 

case, the challenges posed to existing models of business, and the ways in which the 

experiments are designed to make new CE markets. 

 Research design 

The primary aim of the research is to identify, document and interpret the market making 

activity at work in the emergence of new circular economies in NZ and to consider the extent 

to which CE offers an effective strategy to promote environmental ethics in NZ business. 

This research was designed to capture the practices involved in the rise of CE, as well as the 

ethics, and to think critically about the possibilities of CE as a basis for doing economy 
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differently. In support of the three research objectives outlined in Chapter One, the following 

research themes and questions for investigation were developed: 

1. Identify the key sites where CE activity is being advocated and practiced 

2. Explore the underlying organisational drivers behind CE transformation 

3. Highlight the challenges faced by CE enterprises and focus on how those involved are 

seeking to overcome them through their own actions and by enrolling others 

4. Assess the value of the CE as a platform for sustainable development 

These four themes establish a research framework that allows me to trace the making of the 

CE, or the economisation of a set of commitments to a socio-environmental enterprise 

centred on eliminating waste. The concern with experimentation, market making and the 

(re)economisation of waste builds from the ideas discussed in section 2.3 that economies are 

‘social assemblages’ that are always ‘in the making’. The initiatives studied involve practices, 

enrolments of others, and relations of assembling (Lewis et al., 2013). This frame of 

reference directs the focus away from the traditional way of studying economy as static 

categories, and towards the perception that economy is continually being enacted. In this 

context, the experimentation methodology enables us to understand the constitutive practices 

and relations that together assemble the CE and create the conditions for the 

(re)economisation of waste in accordance with clearly articulated environmental ethics as 

well as desires to be financially successful. 

The approach directs specific reference to the diverse relations and processes through which 

CE is being made and maintained. Pawson & Team (2018) argue that economic change is 

visible in a different way of telling stories that articulate new typologies of value as much as 

through evidence of economic growth and productivity. Working with CE enterprises has an 

almost inherently enactive dimension to it. Not only are they committed to changing business 

as usual and to carrying the researcher with them, they resist conventional forms of analysis. 

Moreover any new knowledge fed into the process is far from distanced but connects to a 

more socialised form of enterprise. If enactive research offers “a platform for narrating new 

economic world and institutional capabilities such that new value can be made, and made to 

stick” (Lewis et al., 2013: 181), then working in the CE is both a rewarding site to do this and 

one that demands such an approach. 
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By studying experiments, the research is connected to the case study tradition. Studying cases 

to extract what can be learned about social processes from the particular case is well 

established in qualitative research traditions across the social sciences and business studies 

(Johansson, 2007). Simons (2009: p.21) defines the case study approach as “an in-depth 

exploration from multiple perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of a particular 

project, policy, institution, programme or system in a ‘real life’ context.” Case study analysis 

takes as given the context specific nature of social practice, and helps to develop in-depth 

understandings of situations and experiences of those people and places involved in any 

social process (Stake, 2013; Yin, 2017). Social experiments add extra layers of context 

specificity, because they are emergent, incomplete and positioned in multiple dynamics. 

Chapter Four will use evidence from documents, media reports and interviews with key 

informants from my own data collection process to outline the emergence of CE in NZ. This 

will set the wider NZ context for the experiments considered in Chapters Five and Six, but is 

in itself an original contribution in what is a rapidly emerging field. It directs particular 

attention to the parlous state of waste management in respect of CE concerns. Chapter Five 

describes the experiments, focusing on their founding narratives and the business models into 

which they are built. Chapter Six will ask what these experiments tell us about the 

possibilities of CE in NZ. 

The research is underpinned by a politics in which “enacting is always a moment of potential 

change in detail and direction” (Lewis et al., 2013: 249). The notion of potential here has 

multiple dimensions. It can be used to understand the new ways proprietors are integrating 

environmental ethics within business models to guide future development. It also reveals the 

differences from business as usual assemblages of relations and practices that drive 

conventional organisations to reproduce the status quo of mainstream economic discourse 

and practice (Pawson & Perkins, 2017), normalising CE as part of a diverse economy and 

making it possible to think economy differently. Studying the ‘in-the-making’ nature of 

economies is critical to making visible the existing assemblages of social practice, cultural 

normal and environmental relations that we take for granted as the economy. Rethinking 

economy by studying how it is being redone has a potentially powerful politics. 
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 Positionality 

All knowledge production is situated, and all knowledge is a product of this situatedness 

(Fisher et al. 2015; Simandan 2019). In the narrowest sense, qualitative research can be 

difficult to insulate from the subjectivity to the researcher’s view of reality (Creswell, 2013). 

More broadly, it will always be a product of the sites from which it emerges and the ideas 

brought to it, many of which are conditioned by the researcher’s interests and experience as 

well as her values (Le Heron and Lewis 2011). This research owes much to my commitment 

to the sustainability turn in business practice, especially those practices forms of enterprise 

driven by a new generation of social entrepreneurs. A new generation of entrepreneurs knows 

that we must to business differently to protect local environments and save the planet. They 

recognise a responsibility to act differently, yet still see opportunities to be innovative, 

generate livelihoods, and make profits. My interest in CE derives from this responsibility and 

from a determination to work with others in a new generation of coalitions among 

entrepreneurs and social activists to do something to fix our environment (see Hobson 2016). 

Prior to beginning this research project in 2018, I undertook a part-time internship at the 

SBN. SBN works on a membership basis, bringing together a coalition of businesses 

committed to sustainability. It takes a relentlessly positive attitude to the possibilities of 

addressing and overcoming environmental problems and intervenes directly by supporting 

businesses to adopt new practices. As an organisation, SBN is engaged in promoting and 

economising a new waste economy, and it has become a strong advocate for the CE. The 

starting point for this thesis, therefore, is to ask whether CE does indeed offer opportunities to 

do economy differently, but the account is neither non-critical nor a promotional piece for 

CE. 

 Data collection 

Data was collected from multiple primary and secondary sources of information. Initial desk 

research provided a trace of the rise of experimental CE practice in NZ, the ways in which it 

is being conceptualised, and an analysis of the wider NZ context in which it is emerging. The 

work identified numerous organisations beginning to experiment with CE principles and 

helped to identify a set of experiments for further study. This study took the form of 

interviews with key informants and analysis of a range of secondary material. 
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 Primary research 

A total of seven were selected as case experiments for the research. Interviews were 

conducted with key informants in these enterprises in order to elicit deeper understanding of 

the enterprise, its genealogy, the motivations of those involved, and business models and 

routine practice. The key informants interviewed included proprietors, CEOs, and senior 

managers. In all, a total of four interviews were conducted. They provided a basis for 

exploring and comparing the experiences and perceptions of diverse entrepreneurs and 

corporate entities. 

Interviews used a semi-structured approach to balance the structure and flexibility of each 

interview (Dunn, 2000). The participants were asked a variety questions centred on key 

research themes, including the motivations behind the enterprise, the business models and 

practices adopted, and the challenges facing the enterprise. This structure created consistent 

themes across diverse cases and enabled comparisons to be made. In saying this, all questions 

were purposefully designed to be open-ended so as to encourage the interviewees to extend 

discussion beyond what directly had been asked to capture a broad range of narratives, 

experiences and perspectives. Interviews were transcribed and the material was analysed by 

key themes built around a genealogy of the initiative (see Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 

2012). The interviews laid bare particular experiments and allowed for a comparison of 

motivations, experiences, organisational purpose, business models, relationships and 

challenges. 

An online application to conduct this research project was submitted to the University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee prior to approaching any potential interview 

participants, (Ethics Approval Reference 020966). Permission was granted. To ensure this 

research was conducted ethically, participants were provided an information sheet conveying 

the main purpose and details of the research prior to the interview and were further required 

to sign a consent form (see Appendix 1 and 2). All participants agreed to have their 

interviews recorded, making their narratives fully available for analytical purposes post 

interview.  Participants were given the choice to be named in the research or to be referred to 

by a pseudonym. All opted to be named in the findings and thus to have their views and 

practices connected directly to them. This provided a powerful initial statement about the 

depth of commitments made by participants to their environmental ethics and the self-

confidence they hold in their business approach. 
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The framing of the research as a Masters project imposed certain limitations on it in terms of 

scope and extent. While multiple interviews were completed in person, some were conducted 

via phone call or email. Further, in the case of three experiments case profiles were compiled 

purely from secondary data and desk research techniques. Table 5.1 provides a list of the case 

studied experiments, the collection technique used collect the data and when appropriate the 

key informant. 

 Secondary research 

Secondary data is often available in the form of stable and well-curated data sets. It can also 

be assembled from diverse places to provide key information about objects under study. It 

can also be useful to set wider contexts and enrich understandings of the social, cultural and 

historical situations in which action takes place and is narrated (Sharp & Richardson, 2001; 

Clark, 2005). The research drew significant data from various online reports by agencies, 

corporate promotional materials and media reports. As Chapter 4 argues, SBN has been a key 

CE advocate, with ongoing research and development of guides to assist companies with CE 

implementation. They have commissioned research on CE and have profiled a number of 

their members who are involved in CE activities. Their published profiles of firms provide 

one source of material. Two member organisations agreed to participate fully within the 

study. Several other CE enterprises were approached to take part in this research. All 

expressed interest in the project, but declined. They cited either lack of time because business 

was going so well they were too busy, or crises that they were caught up in dealing with. 

Beyond the work of SBN, the rising public interest in CE activity has been registered in a 

range of media reports. Most of the cases studied have a media profile in which details of 

firm activities are reported and key informants are cited. They also all have corporate 

promotional materials that highlight their CE practices and link these to their environmental 

commitments. 

Many studies of CE or sustainability transitions internationally draw heavily on policy 

analysis and critique. Similar studies of socio-environmental relations in the NZ context do 

the same. Policy documents commonly provide a wealth of material on economic spaces – 

the number of firms involved, measures of the extent of activity, trends in ‘industry’ 

development, key issues and so on. However, with the exception of waste management 

policy, CE is a largely ‘unpolicied’ arena in NZ. This is a notable absence in and of itself, 

pointing to the way that the CE economy is being stitched assembled through the efforts of 
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entrepreneurs themselves in an unorchestrated, bottom-up process, mediated by agencies such 

as SBN rather than policied and driven formally from the state down. 

 Data Analysis 

The interview and secondary data were subjected to a content analysis that was used to trace 

the on-going emergence of the CE. The data was analysed thematically, with focuses on the 

origin story of the initiative and stated motivations of the entrepreneur, the nature of practices 

and form of business model (using key concepts from the literature such as ‘closing the 

loop’), and the progress made and challenges faced. Analysis was conducted in three stages: 

documenting the emergence of CE in NZ (Chapter 4); detailing a set of CE experiments by 

origin narrative and business model (Chapter 5); and a comparative analysis designed to 

highlight the tensions between business success and environmental commitment, the 

measures taken to manage those tensions, and the prospects of a successful CE (Chapter 6). 

 Conclusion 

The thesis is ultimately about exploring how various CE initiatives are seeking to perform 

circularity within wider triple bottom line considerations and to reflect upon what this might 

tell us about the prospects of doing economy differently. Treating these initiatives as 

experiments, the data collected and analysed in this research will lay out a set of narratives 

that provide a basis for asking this question in a context where CE is being imagined and 

enacted by such experiments and the agents developing them. The analysis will be an 

inevitably partial account of CE in NZ, and the accounts of the initiatives will not unearth 

pivotal details such as the financial accounts of the enterprises involved and the levels of 

profitability that these might reveal. However, the narratives will highlight the aspirations of 

the entrepreneurs, the details of what is different about a CE approach to conventional 

economic practice, and trace the rise of circular activity in NZ. As per Gibson-Graham (2006, 

2013) and Roelvink et al. (2015) it will focus on the already present performance of diverse 

economy, as a platform for questioning and exemplifying its potential. It will enable an 

argument to be fashioned about the possibilities of performing profitable, sustainable 

enterprise and the agency required to initiate and sustain economic transitions. 
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4. New Zealand’s Circular Economy 
 Introduction  

Chapter Four introduces the rise of circular economy thinking in NZ. It lays aims to establish 

the domestic conditions under which the practical experiments to be considered in Chapters 5 

and 6 are being developed and the wider potential for building circular economies in NZ. 

New Zealand’s economy is dependent on natural resources and on the exploitation of natural 

landscapes. Its political economy is marked by growing tensions between land-use and 

sustainability, which pose a threat to future prosperity. Much has been written about water, 

methane, fertiliser use and rivers in this respect (Daigneault, Greenhalgh & Samarashinghe, 

2018; Foote, Joy & Detah, 2015) and this work has produced a political climate in which 

environmental ethics and sustainability are increasingly important politically. The production 

and management of waste is now also a key site at which these tensions are playing out. In 

this context, significant and rapid circular economy transformations are both possible and 

needed. This will require action from regulators, but perhaps most importantly from 

entrepreneurs who demonstrate new commitments and their values. This chapter elaborates 

on these contexts and the way in which various forms of experimentation with circular 

economy ideas and business models are emerging in NZ.      

 Characterising New Zealand’s economy   

NZ’s economy is characterised as a small, open economy (Rice, Vehbi & Wong, 2018) that 

has been underpinned by decades of liberalization processes (Kelsey, 1991). NZ has a 

globally distinctive economy shaped by distance-dependent trade links, migration flows and 

cultural affiliations (Lattimore & Eaqub, 2011; Pawson & Perkins, 2017). More particularly, 

it has sought to create a living and reputation from its own territorial and human resources 

(Pawson & Perkins, 2017). The tourism sector is NZs largest export earner, founded on 

images of ‘clean green’ branding that has created a unique and attractive competitive 

advantage (Blackett & Le Heron, 2008; Stats NZ, 2018). NZ’s primary sector contributes 

over half the country’s total export earnings (New Zealand Government, 2016). NZ’s tourism 

and primary sectors are both dependent on its clean and green reputation and it environmental 

performance record. Decades of production-oriented practices have however damaged this 

record and put NZ’s green reputation at risk (Campbell et al., 2009).  
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New understandings of the structural relations and complexities within the agrifood sector are 

challenging a productivist view of economy and emphasising the significance of 

environmental performance and the impacts of productivist farming in the form of runoff, 

waste and pollution (Pawson et al. 2018).  Environmental externalities across various 

industries are becoming increasingly costly in environmental and reputational terms (Blackett 

& Le Heron, 2008; Campbell et al., 2009; Pickering, 2002;) and attention is shifting to how to 

perform biological economies differently (Pawson et al. 2018). These NZ concerns are being 

increasingly narrated in terms of global imperatives to identify new economic imaginaries 

that will steer radically different planetary and economic futures (Le Heron et al., 2013). This 

school of thought demands a complete rethink of the nature-production model that has 

historically underpinned NZ agriculture, amongst other industries.  

 

Significantly, the call for new sets of connections and relations that secure environmental 

sustainability coincides with the growing interest domestically in socially responsible 

business. Agrifood scholars have begun conversing how to assemble different lines of 

thought that challenge existing economic practices in ways that foster moral economies 

(Lewis et al., 2015). As a result, novel initiatives are being enacted to form new constructions 

of economy in alternative realms, from experiments of community and social enterprise, to 

the growing interest in CE. The following components of this chapter outlines the key actors 

and experimenters involved in the movement towards assembling NZ’s CE. 

 

 New Zealand’s waste and recycling economies   

In the European context, such calls for environmentally focused moral economies have been 

echoed in the policy arena, especially at the European Union (EU) level. European policies 

are successfully assembling new understandings and operations of economy, and beginning 

to enact the circular agenda across Europe. The European Commission (EC) has adopted an 

explicit CE agenda that links CE principles to opportunities for modernizing European 

economies and industries, including the creation of new jobs, environmental protection and 

sustainable growth (EC, 2014). In late 2015 they adopted the EU Action Plan, framing a 

timeline for the program of action with binding targets, for example, a 10% reduction in 

municipal waste to landfill by 2035 (EC, 2015). The commission has allocated significant 

public funding to invest in innovation over the 2016-2020 period as a financial mechanism to 

enhance this transition (EC, 2019). All 54 proposed actions have been delivered or are 



  

47 

 

currently being implemented, opening up new business opportunities in multiple sectors. 

Circular activities (such as repair, reuse or recycling) are estimated to generate almost €147 

billion in value and employ 4 million employees, a 6% increase from 2012-16 (EC, 2019). 

Going forward, the EC recognises there is still great potential to expand these efforts. Recent 

enforcements include new legislations and rules for single use plastic items, voluntary pledge 

campaigns for companies within the EU and financial support platforms to stimulate further 

CE investments (EC, 2019). Additionally, they acknowledge how this transition requires an 

increased engagement from citizens and consumer awareness. To address this challenge, the 

EC has proposed two methods to educate and empower consumers: the Product 

Environmental Footprint and Organisation Environmental Footprint. These initiatives have 

been designed to enable companies to make trustworthy environmental claims that are easy 

for consumers understand, stimulating a national level transition to CE application and 

participation (EC, 2019).  

New Zealand is significantly behind the EU in its policy-led initiatives, although its nascent 

CE thinking connects to longer-term efforts to foster a sustainable waste management 

economy. Waste has become one of the Ministry for the Environment’s (MFE) key focus 

areas and a raft of policies have been developed to tackle the problem of waste minimisation. 

Arguably, these have not gone far enough, creating opportunities to open space for a new CE 

as an alternative, expanding solution. Thus, while there is as yet no CE specific legislation, 

the fate of waste minimisation efforts provides a policy context for the possibilities of CE.   

 New Zealand’s Waste Levy  

It is common practice for governments around the world to introduce waste disposal levies to 

influence waste management. NZ’s waste disposal levy provides a minimal economic 

incentive to increase waste diversion, while also creating an income stream to improve waste 

minimisation services (Ministry for the Environment [MFE], 2017a). The levy is intended as 

a “catalyst for change… Efficient and effective application of the waste disposal levy will 

help protect the natural environment for future generations” (MFE, 2017a, p.14). However, in 

practice the waste levy has not successfully diverted waste from landfill. The ministry is 

required to review the effectiveness of the waste levy every three years, with the most recent 

review suggesting that not only has the net tonnage of waste increased every year since the 

levy was introduced (excluding 2012), but diverted tonnage is now actually falling and only 

11% of NZs waste disposal facilities are actually levied (MFE, 2017a). The levy is not 
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driving a significant change in behaviour, which may reflect the low cost it imposes on 

businesses; the UK charge for disposal is estimated to be more than 18-times the equivalent 

tariff in NZ (Reclaim, 2019).  

However, while landfilling continues apace, the levy is generating a financial revenue stream, 

which is being mobilised to cover waste management costs and encourage waste 

minimisation. In the 2013-16 review period, enforcement of the levy generated over $91 

million. Half of this income stream was distributed to local territorial authorities to fund 

waste minimisation promotion and related activities, while another 36.5% was allocated to 

the Waste Minimisation Fund (WMF) to pay for educational, research, infrastructure and 

other initiatives designed to minimise waste (MFE, 2017a, p.23). A portion of the fund is 

allocated to making additional sites subject to the levy.  

Significantly, the WMF income is now (from 2018) targeting CE projects (e.g. see MFE, 

2017b) and CE experimenters are seeking out the WMF. Over 200 funding applications were 

received over the most recent review period, of which 66 were granted (Table 4.1). The 

details of Table 4.1 indicate not only a demand for funds to address inadequate waste 

structures and services, but a growing corporate and community interest and engagement in 

diverse waste reduction initiatives. Nearly a quarter of all the applications received were for 

activities to do with organic waste, highlighting real possibilities to improve waste 

performance in this area and encourage new investment. There are only three community-

based facilities and eight industrial scale commercial composting facilities in NZ suitable for 

composting biodegradable plastics and large-scale volumes of waste (WasteMinz, 2019). 

Table 4.1 also point to packaging as another key area of interest, particularly the adoption of 

biodegradable polymers to replace petroleum-based plastic packaging (e.g. see Aung, Shein, 

Aye & Nwe, 2018; Choi, Yoo & Park, 2018). This presents an additional CE opportunity to 

begin exploring reduction efforts and to effect transformational change in the way waste is 

managed. 
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Table 4-1. Waste Minimisation Fund project applications received and approved for each waste 
stream category during the current review period 

Waste stream 

category  

Description Application 

received 

Projects 

approved 

Organic Includes garden and kitchen waste, food process wastes, and 

sewage sludge. Sewage sludge is a by-product of sewage 

collection and treatment processes 

46 10 

Packaging Includes glass, paper and plastics 26 6 

Construction and 

demolition 

Waste arising from construction and demolition activities, 

including concrete, plasterboard, wood, steel, brick and glass 

13 6 

Hazardous Materials that are flammable, explosive, oxidizing, corrosive, 

eco-toxic, radioactive, or infectious 

13 8 

End-of-life tyres Used and unwanted tyres 37 12 

E-waste Discarded, surplus, obsolete, or broken electrical or electronic 

equipment 

12 4 

Timber Wood treated with leaded paint, CCA pressure treated, penta 

or creosote coated wood, or any type of pesticide or fungicide 

treated wood as well as untreated wood 

12 3 

Litter Waste that is improperly disposed of, without consent, at 

inappropriate locations. Objects, often man-made, include 

aluminum cans, cardboard boxes or plastic bottles 

0 0 

Multiple waste 

streams 

Includes two or more of the waste streams listed above 18 9 

Other  Includes residual solid waste not otherwise classified, textiles, 

resins, etc.  

34 8 

Total   211 66 

Source: Adapted from (MFE, 2017a: p.42). 

 Recycling  

Local government policy and investment together with extensive educational campaigns 

resulted in significant gains in waste minimisation centred around recycling (Boyle, 2002). 

However, the recent collapse of the international market for recycled materials has 

undermined this agenda. Following the waste patterns of the rest of the world, NZ was one of 

many developed economies that exported their waste to China. China’s 2018 implementation 

of a new policy that banned the future imports of plastic waste (Brooks et al., 2018) has 
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meant that an estimated 111 million metric tons of plastic waste will be displaced from this 

recycling stream by 2030, fuelling concerns around how plastic waste will be managed going 

forward (Brooks et al., 2018). This presents significant challenges for future waste 

management, but also creates the need to evolve new systems.  

The challenge is massive, NZ sent $26 million of waste and recyclable materials to China 

throughout 2017 (Moorby & Huffadine, 2018). These materials must now be disposed of or 

new find end-of-life opportunities domestically, thus placing huge pressures on landfills and 

waste management systems to the extent some local Transfer Stations are forced to stop 

accepting new materials (Moorby & Huffadine, 2018). Strengthening the national recycling 

infrastructure offers some way forward, but arguably, new, alternative solutions must be 

found. 

New Zealand is not alone in facing this challenge. A plethora of recent media articles across 

the globe reiterate the message that even if systems are radically improved, ‘we cannot 

recycle our way out of this crisis’ (e.g. see Downes, 2017; Leonard, 2018; Satherley, 2018; 

SBN, 2018b). Furthermore, recycling is positioned significantly lower on the efficiency 

hierarchy of circular economy than reusing or repurposing (see the 9R Framework, figure 

2.3). Exploring the principles of the CE offers new opportunities to make a decisive 

intervention by incentivising reuse and disincentivising waste. New Zealanders are beginning 

to take action in the form of new policy initiatives and firm-based experiments in designing 

waste out of production practices and supply chains. 

In 2018, Auckland Council’s committed to achieve a zero-waste goal by 2040 (Auckland 

Council, 2018) and other smaller regions are heading towards similar goals (see Section 5.7). 

At the national level, the Ministry for the Environment (MFE) has recently begun advocating 

the potential economic and environmental benefits of the CE. The Associate Environment 

Minister Eugenie Sage, for example, has argued publically that CE “creates long-term cost 

savings and more local job opportunities, encourages technological innovation, and reduces 

the amount of harmful waste produced” (New Zealand Government, 2018). In the same press 

release, the MFE announced a waste minimisation fund (WMF) that will begin targeting 

projects explicitly focused on reducing waste from their inception (New Zealand 

Government, 2018) (see 4.3.3). These political commitments are a promising indication for 

the future of a transition towards a CE. 
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 Further government commitments  

Alongside these stuttering steps towards CE within the policy realm, the national Ministry for 

the Environment has established an accreditation mechanism to recognise voluntary product 

stewardship schemes. To date, 14-product stewardship schemes have been officially 

accredited (MFE, 2019). Further, the 2008 Waste Minimisation Act has authority to declare 

mandatory product stewardship schemes on particular materials that are considered a 

problematic waste stream. While as of yet, no mandatory schemes have been advised, e-

waste, tyres, refrigerants and other synthetic gases have been identified as priority products in 

2014 (MFE, 2014). Again, politics is important, and whilst the previous government 

prioritised growth, the current, more environmentally focused, government may well turn its 

attention to mandating schemes in these fields. The Prime Minister, for example, has recently 

announced the national phase out of single-use plastic bags “so we can better look after our 

environment and safeguard New Zealand's clean, green reputation” (Ardern, cited in Woolf, 

2018, cited in Stuff). Her comment reiterates the need to think more laterally about economic 

success in the face of the reputational threat of poor environmental performance. This 

legislation is a promising step in assembling the national CE, as it has forced the initiation of 

fundamental changes in consumption systems within everyday actors, steering the population 

away from the notion of single-use and towards habitual patterns of reuse. It dovetails with 

indications that NZ manufacturers are beginning to take responsibility for the life-cycle 

environmental impacts of their product. 

 

Thus, while the full potential of institutional commitments under existing legislation are yet 

to be harnessed, there are indications that they are prompting new forms of action. 

Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to assume that these are widespread. There is still 

significant resistance to any increased costs and any challenge to social norms. In an effort to 

capitalise on this resistance, Opposition leader, David Seymour, opposed the plastic bag ban 

on the grounds that it would “punish responsible consumers”. He argued that:  

Plastic waste gets into the environment as it’s collected and transported to landfill. 

This isn’t the fault of Kiwis who find plastic bags easy and convenient and dispose of 

them responsibly. (Seymour, cited by Woolf, 2018, retrieved from Stuff).   

 

Seymour sends a clear message that presents the landfill as the only viable end-of-life 

solution and that NZ lacks the appropriate processes and infrastructure to manage waste even 
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as he highlights our failures to deal with waste leakage from the outset. His comment also 

signals his belief that New Zealanders are resistant to change in this arena. Unfortunately, he 

may be right, as we might assume his pollsters informed him. An online poll conducted in 

relation to the news story about plastic bags suggests a mere 38% of voters perceived the 

government’s plastic bag ban as ‘excellent news,’ while others argued that plastic bags were 

not a major concern (Woolf, 2018, retrieved from Stuff). It may be that there are more 

important environmental issues to tackle, as others polled suggested, but it is clear that there 

is still a major battle to be won over hearts and minds among many social groups.  

There is a nascent institutional framework in NZ to support a transition through recycling and 

waste minimisation to a new CE, and opportunities to strengthen and extend it. Different 

actors are beginning to search for funding tools to support waste minimisation or prevention 

efforts. The WMF is one such tool, even if loopholes in the national levy are undermining its 

potential. However, formal policy commitments to CE have not been made. Assembling a 

nationwide CE requires further institutional commitments from private and public actors. The 

proceeding components of this chapter explore the corporate actors driving NZs CE 

transition. Following the argument formed in section 4.3.3, it is useful to situate NZs 

legislation amongst global leaders in the CE realm for inspiration of what could be bought to 

being in local circumstances. 

 The rise of circular action throughout New Zealand  

Beyond the policy realm, CE initiatives are emerging from non-government organisations 

(NGOs), driven by particular commitments and ethics to perform sustainability in wider 

settings. The historical divide between the role of governments and business is fading 

(Etchart & Comolli, 2013), assembling the CE requires collaborative efforts across private 

and public institutions. In Auckland, local NGO the SBN launched the Circular Economy 

Accelerator (CEA) in 2017 with support from industry experts and local council to produce 

educational guides, events and reports designed to accelerate a CE transition. Working 

alongside industry across industry boundaries, SBN produced an analysis of Auckland’s 

circular potential that suggested it presents an $8.8 billion opportunity to GDP by 2030 

(Saphare Group, 2018; SBN, 2018a). The SBN report highlights a number of key sectors 

for potential CE gains, including construction, transport and food (see Table 4.2).    
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Table 4-2. Auckland’s key sectors of opportunities. 

Sector Opportunities Example Interventions Potential 

value 

Construction  Growing with housing and economic demands. 

Produces Auckland’s single biggest waste 

stream.  

Incorporating circular principles in waste and 

procurement offer cost savings, reduced impact 

on the environment, and substantive opportunity 

to lead. 

New projects are adopting 

circular processes, e.g. reuse 

and high-value recycling. 

Industrialised processes and 

use of 3D-printing 

technology. 

Increased multi-purposing of 

space for non-residential use 

NZ $2.5 billion  

Food  Food is lost or wasted throughout the production 

process and supply chain (19% of total landfill 

in 2016), often resulting in inefficient use of 

land, water, energy and other resources.  

Considerable scope to improve productivity by 

adopting circular processes aimed at reducing 

food waste and creating new products from 

organic waste, such as extracting biochemical or 

generating biogas. 

Reduce Food Waste.  

Divert food waste from 

landfill to create new 

products (e.g. biogas) 

 

NZ $0.3 billion 

Transport Auckland’s transport system is carbon-intensive 

and could be more efficient. Road transport is 

the highest contributor to Auckland’s carbon 

footprint and New Zealand vehicle ownership is 

the highest in the OECD and growing.  

A circular transport system creates opportunities 

for travel-related cost savings for improved 

productivity and for a reduced carbon footprint.  

Encourage ride sharing in 

private vehicles and taxis 

Refurbish commercial 

vehicles 

Reduce congestion  

NZ $1.8 billion 

Source: SBN & Sapere Research Group, (2018), cited in ATEED & SBN (2018: p.8). 

 

SBN has been quick to action these findings into practical use. The CEA launched an initial 

diagnostics report into NZs plastic packaging system (SBN, 2018b). This collaborative effort 

between 10 major NZ businesses has charted an action plan revolutionize plastic packaging 

schemes in light of CE principles by 2025. This work has provided readers with 47 

recommendations, three worth noting for this research context include the phase out of 

‘problematic’ single-use plastics, developing the market for recycled materials and 

developing product stewardship schemes for returning items (SBN, 2018b). In the next steps 

of this movement, the CEA have pledged to assist companies to make the necessary changes, 
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including contributions towards innovation in packaging redesign and improving the quality 

and economics of recycling.  

 

SBN have been actively working in this space pre-launching the CEA. The non-profit 

organisation has a long-standing history of recognising local business contributions to 

national sustainability efforts through their annual awards night. In 2017, they introduced a 

new award category: Going Circular. Sponsored by Auckland Council, the award gives 

businesses the opportunity to be recognised at national scale for experimenting in the CE. 

Table 4.3 lists the 2017 and 2018 winners and finalists across a range of categories. It 

highlights the range of initiatives now being understood and cultivated under the banner of 

CE. The Table is a statement of aspiration as much as a list of initiatives consciously 

constructed as part of a coherent national CE strategy. The politics of SBN in this instance is 

clear – build a CE from existing transitioning activities as well as to encourage new activities. 

What is at play in the Awards is an effort to publicise CE, and reward those who are taking 

waste avoidance and management seriously.   
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Table 4-3. Circular initiatives recognised by Sustainable Business Network 

Organisation  Industry Circular activity  Going Circular 
Award Category  

3R Group  Recycling Develops external product stewardship 
schemes for companies 

n/a 

Auckland District 
Health Board  

Medical Global-industry leading recycling system  2017 and 2018 finalist  

Christchuch 
Airport & Fulton 
Hogan 
(PlasticPhalt)  

Construction  Trialing a roading asphalt that has 
incorporated recycled plastic  

2018 finalist  

Clearsite 
Demolition 

Construction Deconstructs houses and salvages materials 
for reuse, repurpose or recycle 

2017 finalist  

EcoStock Supplies 
Ltd 

Food waste Transforming pre-consumer food waste into 
animal feed  

2017 commendation  

Ethique  Personal 
health care 

Compostable, plastic free alternatives for 
health care  

2017 commendation, 
2018 Winner  

Fuji Xerox NZ Printing Product Stewardship scheme (EPR)  2018 finalist  

Global Action 
Plan Oceania 
(GAPO) 

Recycling Operates zero waste network 2017 finalist  

GoodFor Food retail  Operates a plastic free wholefoods refillery 
stores  

2018 finalist  

Innocent 
Packaging  

Packaging  Regenerative takeaway food packaging  2017 and 2018 finalist  

Mashbone Dog 
Treats 

Food waste Dog treats produced from a waste by-
product of the brewing process  

2017 finalist  

NZ Agbiz Dairy  Diverting waste from dairy processors to 
rework into animal nutrition products  

2018 commendation 

Reclaim Recycling Advisory service to help businesses 
maximise landfill diversion 

2017 finalist  

Ricoh NZ Printing Product Stewardship scheme (EPR)  2018 finalist  

SkyCity & 
Fonterra 
(Moo2Shampoo) 

Personal 
health care 

Recycles used milkbottles into packaging 
for shampoos and lotions  

2018 finalist  

The Formary  Textiles  Diverting textile from landfills to be 
produced into new materials 

2017 finalist  

Trade Me Retail Facilitating the exchange and reuse of 
millions of items and second-hand goods 

2017 finalist  

TROW Group  Civil 
Contractors 

Dedicated to deconstructing and salvaging 
material  

2017 finalist  

Vinnies 
Wellington 

Textiles  Repurposing textile waste from opshops into 
new products for gifting to the community  

2018 finalist  

Wishbone Design 
Studio  

Bicycle Developed children’s bicycle from 100% 
post-consumer carpet 

2017 winner 

Woolchemy  Textiles  Replaced synthetics in single use good with 
compostable fibres from disused wool   

2017 finalist  

Source: Compiled with information from CEA (2019a) 
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The Going Circular Awards are sponsored by Auckland Council, which explains its rationale 

as connected to it as cited on SBN’s webpage dedicated to this award; SBN (2018c)  

Auckland Council has committed to an ambitious goal of being zero waste by 2040. In 

order to achieve this the region needs to maximise the use of all resources in order to 

minimise waste and business has a key role to play. Where the majority of our society 

and traditional businesses are predominantly based on a linear ‘take-make-waste’ 

model, some innovative businesses are shifting towards a circular economy. 

Sponsorship of this circular economy award is part of our commitment to encourage, 

support and recognise organisations that are doing some amazing work in this area. 

 

Beyond the Going Circular Awards SBN has also launched its Circular Economy Model 

Office (CEMO) guide, positioning SBN as NZ’s dominant advocate for the CE and a leader 

in CE research and education. This technical report sets out guidelines for how to design 

waste out of commercial builds and refurbishments, arguing that doing so will also reduce 

cost and provide a platform for creativity (SBN, 2015). The CEA website identifies three 

examples of companies that have implemented the guide since its foundation in 2015 (CEA 

2019b). 

  

Table 4-4. Sustainable Business Network’s CEMO Projects 

Enterprise  Sector Initiative    

Cerebos Greggs 
Office  

Food  CEMO compliance with repurposed floorboards, 
kauri doors and carpet tiles 

Kōkako Organic 
Roastery 

Coffee CEMO compliance with windows, doors, joinery 
and flooring   

Studio Pacific 
Architecture 

Design  unspecified actions - overall claim 64% of waste 
materials reused, repurposed or recycled and 11% 
of new materials met the CEMO product criteria  

Source: Compiled from CEA (2019b) 

 

 An emerging circular economy in New Zealand  

This chapter has introduced the context in which the case studies developed in the following 

chapter might be understood. This is one of a resource-dependent national economy that’s 

highly vulnerable to a poor environmental performance. Despite this vulnerability, New 

Zealand lags significantly behind the European Union in its response to waste. While a 
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politics of environmental values is now directing more attention to this vulnerability, the 

national government has thus far failed to address issues beyond carbon and methane 

concerns and the discharge of agricultural waste into our rivers. The wider problem of waste 

per se is inadequately addressed. The CE is one way forward, and one that is being led by 

enterprises and private sector organisations, albeit often with public funding. The Sustainable 

Business Network and other corporate actors are adding new momentum to appropriate waste 

economies across a range of diverse industries.  
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5. Case Studied Data  
 Introduction to the case studies   

This Chapter introduces a set of CE initiatives that illustrate the different ways in which 

proprietors are experimenting in the diverse economies landscape. The cases focus attention 

on waste reduction or prevention. These companies are individually, or in partnership with 

other organisations, experimenting with take-back, resell, reuse and recycling programmes 

geared to reduce corporate and consumer waste. The chapter treats each as an experiment.  

The examples are linked by their connections to the food landscape. Six of the seven 

initiatives are characterised by strategies to reduce plastic consumption. Plastic is a key driver 

of circular economy initiatives. The case for rethinking plastics illustrates many of the 

concerns with waste diversion in other elements of the business activities.  

 

Table 5.1 outlines key dimensions of each of the initiatives studied. It highlights the nature of 

the circular initiative, the founding narrative of the firm/initiative, the business model being 

developed and the data sourced to complete the analysis. Each initiative represents an effort 

to capitalise on the entrepreneurial opportunities provide by CE activities. In the sections that 

follow, I elaborate on these key dimensions. 
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Table 5-1. Case Studied experiments in the Circular Economy in NZ 

Organisation Circular economy initiative Founding 
Narrative  

Circular 
Business 
Model  

Data Source  

Champignons 
(CH)  

Producing flamingo mushrooms   Identified 
opportunity to use 
mainstream food 
waste to produce 
delicacies in niche 
food markets 
(2018)  

Closing 
Loops: 
ERV1   

- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

For The 
Better Good 
(FTBG) 

Line of water bottles from plant-
based materials   

Anti-plastics 
environmentalism 
(2018)  

Slowing 
Loops: 
EPV2  
Closing 
Loops: ERV  

- Interview with 
founder 
- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Innocent 
Packaging  
(IP) 

Diverse range of takeaway food 
packaging from alternative 
material sources  

Market 
opportunity 
to  simplify 
sustainability 
(2013)  

Closing 
Loops: ERV 
and IS3 

Interview with 
founder 
- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Kokako 
(KK) 

Sustainability-oriented brand of 
coffee bean wholesalers - 
comprehensive waste 
management plan to reduce 
waste from production to 
consumption   

Incorporating 
circular activity 
within linear model 
(2009)   

Slowing 
Loops: EPV4 
Closing 
Loops: 
ERV   

Interview: 
marketing 
manager 
- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Sustainable 
Salons (SS) 

Industry-wide resource recovery 
system to be positioned at 
salons throughout NZ and 
Australia     

Industry players 
identified 
inadequate 
recycling systems 
for salon products 
(2015)  

Slowing 
Loops: 
EPV   
Closing 
Loops: ERV 

Interview with 
founder  
- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Waikaitu 
(WK) 

Organic fertiliser developed 
from pest species:  Wakame 
(seaweed)   

Identified market 
opportunity for an 
unutilised waste 
resource (2012?)  

Closing 
loops: ERV 
and IS 

- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Xtreme Zero 
Waste (XZW) 

Community wide waste recycling 
and recovery system, enabling 
75% landfill diversion   

Reduce the local 
pollution arising 
from landfilling 
activities (2000)  

Slowing 
Loops: EPV 
Closing 
Loops: ERV 

Corporate 
promotions & 
website 

Source: Authors own 

1. Extending Resource Value; 2. Long Life model; 3. Industrial Symbiosis; 4. Extending product value
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 Waikaitu: Integrating circularity to stimulate food production. 

 Origin Stories  

The Waikaitu (WK) model is argued to arise from the identification of an economic 

opportunity in the face of a set of environmental challenges. As a former computer 

programmer, Alex Pressman had acquired a significant amount of personal capital after 

selling his software company, estimated to be worth $10 million annually (Aquaculture New 

Zealand, 2016). Pressman arrived in New Zealand in 2001 seeking an early retirement from 

Silicon Valley. He claims however, to have become quickly inspired by the challenge of 

finding entrepreneurial solutions to environmental problems. Thinking back, he identifies the 

origins of Waikaitu in a determination to “find a problem in the environment that’s not being 

looked at by anybody else and see if we could make a sustainable business model out of it?” 

Ryan, 2018, retrieved from Radio NZ).  

Unadaria Pinnatifida (Wakame) was introduced to NZ harbours in the 1980’s via ballast 

water from cargo ships (Beaty, 2015), this species of seaweed has spread rapidly throughout 

local waters threatening the marine environment by displacing native species and fouling the 

chains used for mussel harvesting (Tauton, 2018). Its invasive nature has seen it classified as 

an unwanted organism under the biosecurity act, Wakame has quickly become a pest, 

particularly for mussel farmers who have to lift their lines and remove the seaweed. This 

practice is expensive and generates biowaste that must be disposed of. Pressman discovered 

this threat in 2012 and claims to have been driven by an intellectual curiosity about the 

potential possibilities of an unwanted invasive species. Wakame is viewed as a food delicacy 

in many international markets, thus experiments with this resource have predominately been 

executed within the food and pharmaceutical industries (Ryan, 2018, cited in Stuff). Working 

in collaboration with a local scientist, Pressman came out of his early retirement to invest 

capital into researching and developing a process that could transform Wakame into a new 

form of value that could be reinvested back into the economy. The solution has seen Wakame 

repurposed into a range of natural agricultural fertiliser and bi-stimulants.  

 Circular Business Model: Closing the Loop through industrial symbiosis 

Through scientific methodology and complex trialling processes, Waikaitu has developed and 

refined a range of Wakame products in organic plant care, human food and beauty markets. 

For Pressman, each of these market arenas offers opportunities to recycle an invasive species 
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into organic products with positive environmental values. WK has become NZ’s largest 

harvester and processor of Wakame, their materials are sourced from the Malborough Sounds 

and the Otago Harbour, where the seaweed has fouled mussel farm harvesting lines. By 

incorporating circular design and capturing an existing, yet untouched waste stream, WK has 

untapped a $9 billion industry. WK is strategically executing an attempt to close the loop, 

utilising industrial symbiosis to attain new material input. To incentivise the capture of the 

Wakame, WK purchases the pest plant from the farmers, empowering these workers with an 

additional revenue stream.  

 Experimenting with Circular Wakame models 

Waikaitu’s primary business is centred on plant care products. These include an organic 

fertiliser (NZBioAmino), a biostimulant (NZBioActive) and an osmo-regulator (FruitGuard) 

(Waikaitu, 2018b). These products have been certified by BioGro Organic, New Zealand’s 

largest certifier for organic produce (BioGro, 2018). By producing an organic range, 

Waikaitu is encouraging a natural style of farming where customers prioritise the health of 

the soil and environment, without compromising yields or livelihoods. Additionally, they 

recognise how changing production methods represents a major (and risky) shift in practice 

for farmers and an upfront expensive investments. To address this, WK have also found 

avenues for farmers to integrate an organic fertiliser with their conventional methods to allow 

for a gradual transition; the Nitroboost range. Thus these experiments are promoting safer 

farming techniques to sustain food production and reduce the environmental burden from 

these types of activities, the potential of this to lead enhance sustainable development in NZ 

is assessed in chapter 6.4.  

Waikaitu has also experimented in the food market, selling Wakame on the internet platform, 

Amazon. In the very short time frame of a few months, Waikaitu became the biggest seller of 

Wakame on Amazon, amongst 800 other competitor products and attained a spot in the top 

1% of all groceries sold on the platform at a relatively high price of $50 per kilogram 

(Waikaitu Limited NZ, 2018). However, distributing an edible range through a third party 

internet distributor proved challenging, particularly with reports of missing stock (Waikaitu 

Limited NZ, 2018). Faced with these challenges and guided by its founding ethics of seeking 

out innovative solutions to environmental problems rather than pursuing growth through 

existing marketplaces, Waikaitu has stepped away from this market to focus on its fertiliser 

and plant care products. As Pressman (2018) argues: 
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I really decided that the biggest issue we have is in the agriculture sector and I 

wanted to put all my efforts in one [industry]. There are other Wakame products on 

the market, what’s another one… It’s better to focus where they need us the biggest.    

 

Finally, Waikaitu has expanded its business model to sell Wakame extracts to companies 

experimenting in the skincare industry. In this sphere, Waikaitu has recently joined forces 

with the New Zealand company, Ecostore, which has origins in producing cleaning products 

derived from plant and mineral based ingredients. Ecostore has launched a new brand of 

skincare products called SKIN to market a product range using only natural New Zealand 

ingredients, such as marine extracts, grape seed extract and blackcurrant oil (Ecostore, 2018). 

To develop this range, Ecostore had sought out new research, supplier relationships, and 

source materials. They initially established a partnership with New Zealand Extracts, a 

Blenheim based company and developers of Vinanza; a trademarked grapeseed extract used 

in upmarket beauty formulations (MacKay, 2017). However, their search processes also led 

them to Wakame, which is a recognised source of vitamins, nutrients, minerals and anti-

oxidants that improve skin elasticity and regeneration and therefore skincare (Ecostore, 

2017). It also led them to Waikaitu as a source of wakame. Ecostore now combines marine 

extracts from Wakame with Vinanza, blackcurrant oil and New Zealand native flax harakeke 

to produce a line of skincare that caters for a range of skin conditions. The product line was 

launched into the New Zealand market in April 2017.      
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 For The Better Good: Circular design to develop a waste free 
‘plastic’ water bottle 

 Origin Stories  

For The Better Good (FTBG) narrates itself as an enterprise borne from an anti-plastics 

environmentalism. As with Waikaitu, the narrative combines entrepreneurialism with 

epiphany in the New Zealand landscape. In the FTBG story, the proprietor was on a road trip 

throughout New Zealand and discovered that he had forgotten his usual reusable water bottle. 

When he sought out an alternative, he claims to have suddenly realised there were no 

solutions to purchase water that weren’t contained in an oil-based plastic bottle. He posed 

himself the challenge of incorporating circular design within a water bottle derived from 

renewable materials. The final design was the result of three years in the research and 

development phase, experimenting with different natural materials, such as hemp and lignin 

from plants and trees. The outcome of this process sees the utilisation of the properties within 

starch rich vegetables, including corn, potato and sugarcane to produce a plant-based plastic 

(PLA) (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 October, 2018). FTBG aims to offer 

consumers an alternative to plastics as a means to reduce the dependence on oil-based 

plastics. As its principal, Jayden Klinac, observes in an interview with the Viva magazine, 

“plastic has its place and it isn’t going away anytime soon but we need to start producing it, 

using it and disposing of it differently” (Downs, 2018, retrieved from Viva). 

 Business Model: Closing loops by extending resource value 

Inspired by circular economy thinking, FTBG has sought to incorporate circular economy 

principles throughout the entire process, from the sourcing along the supply chain to the end 

of life disposal. FTBG has utilized circular design to produce a waste free alternative for 

water consumption via takeaway bottles. This way of operating has significant potential 

benefits. Initially, this innovation provides an alternative outlet away from society’s oil 

addiction. By sourcing from natural resources, this model ensures the bottles, printed inks and 

labels are oil free. By reducing its dependency on finite resources and organizing its supply 

chains to reduce carbon use, FTBG estimate that it has a 78% smaller carbon footprint than 

conventional competitors (FTBG, 2018). Furthermore, the model provides for certification as 

commercially compostable. To attain such certification, products must be able to break down 

in a commercial composting facility within 180 days, FTBG recently had independent testing 

on their products that concluded the bottle was completely composted in under 27 days, 
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significantly under the certification requirements (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 

October, 2018). The end-of-life opportunity of the bottles is represented below in figure 4.3   

Figure 5-1. The impact of FTBG bottles after 22 days in a composting facility.  

 

Source: For The Better Good (2018) 

 

To capture this waste stream, FTBG have developed a product stewardship scheme to capture 

waste, known as the ‘Better Collection’ initiative. This is an essential component of the 

business model; as the proprietor stated “we would not have released a bottle without any 

place for it to go” (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 October, 2018). Figure 5.2 shows a 

collection bin. While similar models for PLA bottles have been explored in other 

international markets, there has been no alternative solution for oil-based plastic caps thus 

FTBG remains dependent on conventional caps produced out of polypropylene. FTBG are 

actively pursuing research and development methods to replace this crucial element of the 

product, with strong intentions to launch their own functional compostable cap solution in the 

‘near future’ (FTBG 2018a; J Klinac, personal communication 17 October, 2018). If 

successful, this innovation would be a world first (Buchanan, 2018) and demonstrates the 

ongoing commitments to experiment in this realm.  
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Figure 5-2. A Better Collection box, location unspecified 

 

Source: J. Klinac, personal communication (17 October, 2018).  
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 Innocent Packaging: Experimenting to “mainstream 
sustainability” through circular design  

 Origin story 

The Innocent Packaging (IP) concept arose through the motive to mainstream sustainability, 

seeking experimental mechanisms that will reduce the volume of waste derived from 

consumption activities without compromising consumer needs. The IP model is Tony Small’s 

second attempt in this realm, having previously developed a reusable coffee cup to reduce the 

estimated 295 million takeaway coffee cups New Zealanders consume every year (Huffadine, 

2018). While the business venture entered international markets in 27 countries, market 

research in the field positioned that mass adoption of the reusable model is currently an 

unrealistic challenge (T. Small, personal communication, 6 July, 2018). Small narrates that 

while some people reuse “religiously,” this is not the reality of the mass consumer market, as 

such he estimates that after 12 weeks the cup tended to end up at the back of the consumers 

cupboard thus reverting back to the takeaway model (T. Small, personal communication, 10 

July, 2018). This can be attributed to engrained behaviours of modern society that correlates 

consumption habits around convenience. These embed habits are contributing an 

unsustainable volume of waste to landfills, as NZ lacks the suitable infrastructure required for 

recycling or repurposing these kinds of takeaway packaging items.   

Thus, Small’s venture with the IP model sought to simplify sustainability through circular 

design. Similar to the FTBG model, IP have utilised the PLA technologies to produce a vast 

range of takeaway food packaging items, alongside a citywide collection scheme to collect 

and compost the used materials, The Full Package (TFP). This innovation has disrupted the 

market dynamics and the industries long-standing dependence on petrochemical based 

packaging and providing consumers with an alternative choice.  

 Circular Business Model: Closing the Loop by extending resource value and through 
industrial symbiosis  

The IP model has grown significantly since the initial company launch in 2013. The 

development of the model symbolises ongoing experimentation with new product lines, 

material sources and supply chain collaboration efforts. This expansion has seen the novel 

PLA coffee cup now exist amongst a diverse range of food and condiment items derived from 

a diverse range plant-based materials, all of which challenge the dependence on finite 
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resources for production while following the business motive to ‘mainstream sustainability.’ 

The derivative resources and product ranges are summarized in table 5.2.  

 
Table 5-2. Innocent Packaging’s material streams. 

Resource and characteristics Examples of IP Product Range 
or company use  

End Of Life 
Opportunity   

Bagasse (Waste residue post sugarcane 
extraction)  

Bagasse range; clams, condiments 
tubs,  
Smart Ass toilet paper range 

Commercially 
compostable through 
We Compost 

Bamboo  
 

Bamboo range; bowls, lids,   
 

Commercially 
compostable through 
We Compost 

CPLA. This is a crystalised form of PLA; 
it is described as “a bit more hardy” and 
is opaque instead of clear 
 

CPLA; lids, cutlery Commercially 
compostable through 
We Compost 

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
certified birch wood (The certification 
ensures forests have been responsibly 
grown) 

Wooden cutlery  Commercially 
compostable through 
We Compost 

FSC certified cardboard Cardboard range; clams, noodle 
boxes, trays, multi-cup holders,  
TFP infrastructure 

Commercially 
compostable through 
We Compost 

FSC certified paper Paper range; bowls, napkins, 
coffee cup outer lining  
 

Paper can be 
recycled again, or 
composted through 
We Compost 

PLA (Poly Lactic Acid). This is plant 
based plastic, where the molecules 
derived from corn starch and sugars 

PLA range; cutlery, hot cups, clear 
cups, a range of lids for food and 
drink items, straws, wrapped 
straws 

Commercially 
compostable through 
We Compost 
 

Plant based inks, dyes and glues (Soy 
based inks, paper is whitened without 
bleach using non-toxic oxidation)    

Product design  Composted as 
components of the 
above materials.  

Waste water   
(The internal factor production is 
producing large volumes of waste water, 
IP is capturing this water stream 

Waste water is used on the 
factories worm farm 

The top layer of the 
worm farm’s soil 
will be used as 
fertilizer for local 
farmers  

Wheatstraw (Waste product from wheat 
production)  
 

Wheatstraw range; flat containers, 
lids, clams,  

Commercially 
compostable through 
We Compost 
 

Source: Compiled with information from (T. Small, personal communication, 6th August 2018; Innocent 
Packaging, 2018). 
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A key attribute of this CBM is to ensure everything made can be unmade; the products are 

estimated to be fully composted back into the earth after 22 weeks through commercial 

composting facilities. To capture this waste stream, the company collaborated with the local 

waste management company, We Compost (WC), to launch TFP; the first citywide compost 

collection initiative of its kind to arise in NZ. This collaborative approach has overseen the 

installation of infrastructure at partner cafes to collect food and packaging waste. The two 

companies initially partnered with 50 cafes across Auckland CBD in July 2018 to trial the 

scheme for eight-weeks, this initiative has progressed into a permanent installation, the 

number of host cafes now exceeds 100 and continues to rise. Small (IP) is now investing 

avenues to attain funding to expand the scope and impact of the scheme, one of which 

surrounds discussions with local councils to expand the program nationally (Junn, 2018). 

This expanding network encourages the value extension of the resource by utilising the 

regenerative properties of plant-based materials.  

  

Furthermore, IP is also experimenting with circular design values through industrial 

symbiosis to create new values from waste. This is exemplified through their Bagasse and 

Wheatstraw ranges outlined in table 5.2. These strategies are discussed in section 6.3 in 

relation to the potential economic and environmental opportunities the CE unveils thus these 

initiatives do not require an in-depth description in this chapter. Nonetheless, it is useful to 

pinpoint these strategies to represent the ongoing development of the firm through 

experimentation. For example, IP broadened their scope of production from solely operating 

in the food landscape to begin improving sustainability for bathroom products in 2016. The 

SmartAss range of toilet paper, paper towels and tissues is reducing the dependence on tree 

destruction for these mainstream household goods by utilising the properties of bagasse; a 

waste residue post sugarcane extraction. The proprietor explained how SmartAss had a slow 

launch into the competitive market, estimating there was a six-month delay before the 

subscription service gained significant traction, however now claims SmartAss is IP’s biggest 

selling product (Fahey, 2018).  
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 “Mainstreaming sustainability” within Kōkako Coffee Roasters 

  Origin story 

Since its inception, Kōkako’s business model has been underpinned by a strong sustainability 

message. They actively pursue strategies that will reduce their environmental impact while 

supporting community development and environmental conservation groups. As Auckland’s 

first organic coffee roaster, Kōkako has a longstanding commitment to ethical procurement, 

as exemplified through their attainment of internationally recognised Fairtrade and Organic 

certifications in 2009. More recently, they became NZ pioneers of the Climate Neutral 

program; an initiative run by the Fairtrade organisation where tradeable credits are reinvested 

back into the communities they work with. The credits are attained through Kōkako’s 

commitment to carbon reporting, whereby they must record and offset all emissions 

associated with operations along their supply chain. These efforts are empowering the 

farmers they depend on while creating more efficient means of production, for example, the 

reinvested credits can be used to purchase a stove within a constrained structure, this design 

creates more economically efficient practices than the traditional open flame stokes that 

require large quantities of wood. The company’s 2016 sustainability report estimates that 

20,000 households have benefitted from this project (Kōkako, 2016).  

 

It is no surprise that Kōkako’s engrained organisational commitment to sustainable practices 

has made it an industry leader in the market for compostable packaging. Kōkako has 

integrated elements of circular design within the existing linear model of production, 

demonstrating circularity through their institutional commitments to minimise waste 

throughout packaging, merchandise and renovation projects. Table 5.3 summarises Kōkako’s 

commitment to perform sustainability in wider environmental and social settings.  
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Table 5-3. Kōkako’s sustainability performance. 

Sustainability 
Goals   

CBM 
strategy 

Kōkako Initiatives  Sustainability Impact   

 
Waste 
minimisation 
through circular 
design  

Closing 
the loop: 
ERV 

Compostable packaging 
for wholesaled and 
retailed coffee beans  

Packaging waste diverted 
from landfill  

Closing 
the loop: 
ERV 

Custom branded IP (5.4) 
compostable packaging 
for takeaway food and 
drink products at flagship 
café  

Consumption waste diverted 
from landfill 

Slowing 
the loop:  
EPV 

Renovation processes 
guided by SBN’s CEMO 
guide (4.4)  

Construction waste diverted 
from landfill  

Slowing 
the loop: 
EPV 

OffCut Cap Textiles diverted from 
landfill 

 
Ethical 
Procurement  
 

n/a Fairtrade certification 
(2009)  

Offering an ethical, fair 
wage to Papua New 
Guinean farmers  

n/a Team visits to farms in 
Papua New Guinea  

Building relations with 
farmers and ensuring 
transparent supplies chains 

 
Offset Carbon 
Emissions from 
production   

n/a NZ pioneers of the 
Fairtrade Climate Neutral 
program  

Transparent emission 
reporting; assimilates 
corporate responsibility and 
inspires reduction 
Supporting community 
development; approximately 
20,000 households have 
benefited from this program 
(2016) 

 
Conservation  

n/a Organically Certified 
(2009)  

Eliminates the need for 
toxic pesticides, 
encouraging sustainable 
farming practices and 
security  

n/a Partnering for Kōkako 
conservation  

Volunteering time and 
coffee resources at Kōkako 
conservation days 

n/a Partnering for Kōkako 
conservation 

Financial support toward 
Kōkako conservation via 
their online store  

         Source: Authors own 
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  Circular Business Model: Slowing and closing loops   

 Waste minimising packaging experiments    

As mentioned above, Kōkako’s commitment to waste diversion was first exemplified through 

their early commitment to compostable packaging. Kōkako collaborated with Econic, a sub-

company of the NZ plastics company Convex, to pioneer and trial their compostable 

packaging. The emergent new technology meant this was an expensive investment for the 

company and they suffered significant commodity loss from ripped bags. Regardless, this 

was a fundamental investment for the company, as the proprietor wanted a functional pack 

that matched the company values. Coote highlights this commitment through the statement 

“For a long time Mike [business founder] wasn’t making any money, he was also spending a 

lot of money on ‘weird’ things from a business sense, it was like ‘what are you spending your 

money on? You’re not a big enough business to afford those things.’ But it was stuff that he 

really cared about” (O. Coote, personal communication, 16 August, 2018). After various 

research and trialling procedures, they developed a stable form of compostable packaging 

that supports all retailed and wholesaled commodities. More recently, they have integrated 

the same approach within their café, utilising the custom-branding service for compostable 

takeaway food and products offered by IP (case 5.4). They also host TFP bin to collect this 

waste stream and ensure their regenerative properties are stimulated. These innovations are 

captured below in figure 5.3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source from left to right: O. Coote, personal communication (16 August, 2018); Innocent Packaging (2018b).  

 

Figure 5-3. Examples of different forms of Kōkako's compostable packaging 
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 Waste minimising renovation experiments  

Kōkako also considered circular principles while undertaking the businesses renovation in 

2017 that followed the new roastery premises relocation. As a member of the SBN, Kōkako 

guided this task with SBN’s Circular Economy Model Office (CEMO) guide; CEMO 

encourages firms to salvage existing resources in order to minimise the demand for 

purchasing new, unrenewable materials alongside the waste that accompanies doing so (4.4). 

The Kōkako team were able to utilise existing flooring, windows and joinery for the new 

layout, and the team also dove through local salvage yards to retrieve usable doors and 

joinery (CEA 2019b). This case is a useful example to understand how CE thinking can be 

achieved through the design process.  

 

  Source: CEA (2019b) 

 Waste minimising merchandise experiments  

Reinforcing the underpinning sustainability motive, Coote stated how Kōkako “were starting 

to think about merchandise and how we could use out brand to give a good message” (O. 

Coote, personal communication, 16 August, 2018). Many hospitality brands are beginning to 

produce merchandise as a marketing strategy to increase brand awareness. Kōkako have 

discovered innovative ways to incorporate circular design within their merchandise through 

their collaboration with OffCut Caps. The OffCut Cap designers are developing hats by 

repurposing offcut, unwanted, end-of-line textiles that would have otherwise entered landfill. 

The Kōkako OffCut edition is a unique collaboration between the two host companies, the 

local cushion company, You’re Welcome and Kate Sylvester, a local fashion designer who is 

known for upholding a strong ethical policy. The company gifted this merchandise to a local 

Figure 5-4. Kōkako’s CEMO renovation: The barista training room and entrance at their coffee roastery 
premises post refurbishment. All pictured windows and doors have been salvaged. 
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production farmer during a team visit to Papua New Guinea in August 2018. Figure 5.5 

metaphorically symbolises the company values and their connection to sustainable 

development through the commitment to ethical procurement and waste minimisation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: O. Coote, personal communication (16 August, 2018).  

 

 

  

Figure 5-5. Papua New Guinean coffee farmer wearing the Kōkako Offcut cap after being gifted it 
during the company visit to Papua New Guinea in August 2018. 
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 Sustainable Salons: Industry-wide circular economies  

  Origin story 

The SS founding narrative echoes dimensions of the previous case studies. The founding 

power couple, Paul Frasca and Evelina Soroko argue the circular vision arose in recognition 

of inadequate waste management processes that fuelled degradation. Uniquely, this 

experiment is positioned within the salon marketplace and catering for the industry scale. As 

hairdressers themselves, the Australian proprietors spent five years researching the scale of 

their industry’s contribution to landfill, they characterized that the existing systems lack 

transparency and reliability. These flaws ensured that the majority of used materials within 

the salon environment were ultimately always destined for landfill (P. Frasca, personal 

communication, 6 July 2018). The proprietors have gauged the market opportunity from this 

environmental challenge, and have since created a network of resource recovery opportunities 

for all products used in hairdressing salons. More recently, they have expanded the model to 

cover the rest of their product range, from hair removal to dog grooming services.  

The model was pioneered into Australian markets in 2015, followed by the international 

expansion into NZ early 2018. Frasca has yet to assess SS’ sustainability performance, but 

the Australian business has attracted over 450 salon members and SS claims that it has been 

able to divert 95% of all waste from landfill and the proprietors claim to be actively searching 

for new tools to increase this diversion rate to 100% (P. Frasca, personal communication, 6 

July, 2018). 

  Circular Business Model: Efforts to extend product and resource values  

The SS proprietors have experimented with new technologies and typologies of services in 

efforts to strengthen existing waste streams and create new initiatives for industry specific 

materials. Frasca describes the model as a ‘comprehensive resource recovery system,’ 

whereby SS provides the participating salons with a set of customized internal bins for actors 

to separate their used products into appropriate waste streams. The SS model includes a 

fortnightly collection service where used materials are dispersed by waste stream for 

repurposing processes. The service is free of charge for participating salons, with funding for 

the model sustained by charging a $2 fee to salon customers. The key diversion opportunities 

SS have developed for salon materials are outlined below in table 5.4.  
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Table 5-4. SS recovery service strategies and impacts. 

 CE Action  Recovered 
Materials  

End Of Life Opportunity End of Life 
Impact*  

Strengthened 
existing 
waste 
streams  
  

Paper; Copy Paper, 
Cardboard, 
Magazines, 
Packaging  

Sold for recycling, 100% of 
proceeds donated to 
charitable organisations  

48,000 meals 
provided for the 
homeless 
via OzHarvest from 
recycling proceeds  
70,800 kg of paper 
recycled  

Plastics; Plastic 
Packaging, Soft 
Plastics  

Sent to specialist local 
plastic recyclers for 
repurposing into outdoor 
furniture or  new product 
packaging  

52,000 kg of plastic 
kept in circulation 
and out of landfill  

Developed 
innovative 
industry-
specific 
waste 
streams  

Metals; Foils, Colour 
Tubes, Aluminium, 
Canisters, Razor 
Blades, Product 
Packaging, 
Unwanted Tools  

Sold for recycling, 100% of 
proceeds donated to 
charitable organisations  

81,700 kg of metals 
diverted from 
landfill  

Excess Chemicals  Small amounts are pooled 
together and sent to 
chemical recycling plants to 
be neutralised and turned 
back into water for use in 
roadworks and construction  

7,500 litres of 
excess chemicals 
recycled back into 
water  

Hair Ponytails (20cm 
or longer)  

Donated to charitable 
organisations to be turned 
into medical wigs for cancer 
and alopecia patients  

25,300 ponytails 
collected resulting 
in 1,265 medical 
wigs  

Hair Clippings  Collected and donated 
towards The Hair Boom 
Project, and donated to 
various community groups  

7.1 tonnes of hair 
collected for The 
Hair Boom Project  
Used in sustainable 
art installations, 
community based 
education  
Repurposed for 
composting in local 
community gardens  

*SS footprint based on Australian activities between February 2015 – November 2017. 
Source: compiled with information from P. Frasca (personal communication, 10 July, 2018) 
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The examples presented in table 5.4 presents a diverse array of diversion opportunities to 

reduce the industries contribution to landfill. Various initiatives existed before the SS service, 

but they lacked substance and transparency. SS has strengthened the end of life opportunities 

and markets for items such as paper, plastic and general packaging waste. More innovatively, 

they have also created new ways of managing industry specific waste, such as hair clippings 

and chemical pools. SS has extended sustainability efforts into wider settings, striving to slow 

or close the loop to reduce waste and cultivate new social and environmental values. It has 

voluntarily pledged to donate 100% of the recycling proceeds to social enterprises (Oz 

Harvest in Australia, and the NZ equivalent KiwiHarvest) salvaging unwanted resources in 

the food landscape and recirculating items back into the economy for consumption in 

vulnerable communities. Furthermore, by collecting 25,300* ponytails of hair, they have 

become Australia’s biggest donor of hair for the medical wig market, a simple demonstration 

of how landfill diversion opportunities can have both social and environment values. The 

proprietors are also searching for useful end of life opportunities for the majority of hair 

clippings, which are less than 20cm in length and inappropriate for the wig market. 

Experiments have seen hair transformed into compost for local community gardens and for 

use in art installations for education of sustainability. Over 7.1 tonnes* of hair clippings have 

been directed towards their Hairboom project, a stocking-like apparatus currently being 

developed in collaboration with the University of Technology Sydney for use in absorbing 

excess oil from spills in the ocean (see figure 5.6).  
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Source: P. Frasca, personal communication (6 July, 2018).   

Figure 5-6. The Hair Boom project in trialling processes. From top to bottom: 1) Hair Boom 
apparatus’. 2) UTS student researcher Rebecca X preparing the apparatus’ for research experiment. 
3) Trialled Hair Booms in action, testing viability of absorption. 
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 Raglan’s Xtreme Zero Waste: Place-based circular economies 

  Origin story 

The Whaingaroa (Raglan) community has committed to diverting 75% of the region’s waste 

entering landfill, an initiative described in local media as a “blueprint” for New Zealand’s 

waste management strategy (Piddock, 2018, cited in Stuff). Once more, the founding 

narrative suggests this waste reduction journey arose from an environmental challenge, 

stimulated after witnessing first-hand the degradational effects that landfilling activities were 

inflicting on local waterways (Tūhoe, 2018). The case is a place-based community economy, 

where efforts to rethink economy are enacted through bottom-up community-led initiatives. 

The community was galvanised to adopt a progressive attitude, which drove the decision to 

close the local landfill in 1998 and find alternative ways of managing waste. As Xtreme Zero 

Waste’s (XZW) co-founder explains; “there was a feeling in the community that we were the 

ones who were producing the waste and we needed to step up and take responsibility for it” 

(Piddock, 2018, cited in Stuff). 

The non-profit community enterprise XZW has led the development and ongoing operations 

of the Raglan Resource Recovery Centre (RRRC). Since its foundation in 2000, the RRRC’s 

purpose has been devoted to the increasing the availability and accessibility of discarded 

goods to community members through systems that enable used materials to be recycled, 

repurposed and resold. This centre is the fundamental infrastructure enabling the current 

diversion initiative, but they are actively striving to find new methods of experimentation that 

will increase the diversion rate to 100%.  

  Collaborative Circular Business Models and Approaches    

Over time, recycling and repurposing habits and disciplines have become ingrained as social 

norms for the 3,200 full time residents that populate the Raglan community. This community 

support has enabled vast expansion of the ZXW enterprise; the one founding employee is 

now one of 30 staff, positioning XZW as the towns’ thirds biggest employer (Piddock, 2018). 

The RRRC site hosts extensive recycling and compost facilities, as well as three second-hand 

retail stores and repairs stations. These diversion rates are clearly communicated through the 

company’s marketing tools, outlined below in figure 4.9.  



  

79 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Xtreme Zero Waste (2016: p.2) 

 

Having established an extensive recovery service, XZW now advocates waste prevention 

behaviour. The community has pursued multiple avenues in this realm, initially the 

progressive launch of the Plastic-Free-Raglan campaign commenced 2016 was ahead national 

phase out in 2018 (see 4.3.3). With waste reduction now engrained in behavioural norms, the 

campaign manager argues companies are eager to support this transition. She suggests “when 

we approached businesses it wasn’t a battle at all. They support the sustainability of 

businesses and the environment” (Sherson, 2017, cited in Noted) and as a result, 91% of local 

businesses voluntarily upheld the initiative to become certified as plastic bag free (Plastic 

Bag Free Raglan, 2018). Local collaborations arose in response, including the Bag It Raglan 

initiative that saw community members voluntarily collect wasted textiles from the RRRC to 

sew and freely distribute reusable shopping bags throughout the community.   

Local entrepreneurs are also pursing further circular action. Champignons (CH) have 

collaborated with local cafes to collect and repurpose used coffee grounds for growing 

materials to produce a breed of Flamingo mushrooms (Jackson, 2018). CH’s environmental 

initiatives are also a product of circular principles, having repurposed an old unused shipping 

container to host production on the RRRC site. The comestibles are locally traded in Raglan 

Figure 5-6. The total volumes (m3) of different material streams diverted from landfill in Raglan 2016. 
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and the neighbouring town of Hamilton, encouraging sustainable farming and production 

techniques. CH estimate they are producing four kilograms of mushrooms per week and 

advocate that this illustration of extending recourse value is the equivalent of upcycling 100 

flat whites per day (Champignons, 2018).  

 XZW is engaged in ongoing processes of experimentation to further reduce their 

contribution to landfill. They have sought new forms of funding and external relationships. 

Having witnessed the importance of learning from participating in circular activity, XZW has 

secured support from the Waikato District Council, Auckland Council and Waiapa District 

Council to launch a free zero-waste education program. The program is offered to over 480 

schools throughout the country (Zero Waste Education, 2019). It encourages young students 

to recognise the fundamental relationship between natural resources and the products they 

consume, reconnecting them with the real underpinnings of resource economies. In an 

interview with the New Zealand Herald, the original employee of XZW highlights the value 

of  education as a tool to drive behaviour change below (Calder, 2018): 

There’s a whole number of environmental issues that people should be concerned 

about. Waste is unique in that every single day every single child, adult and teacher 

will be making decisions about what they hold in their hand and what they are going 

to do with it and where it’s going to go and what will happen when they finish with 

it. So I call it everyday activism. Every day we have this opportunity to make the right 

choice about what we do with the waste.  

XZW also received funding from the WMF in 2010 to conduct a waste audit. The audit 

revealed that 25% of total waste was derived from food sources and 44% of household waste 

was organic (Xtreme Zero Waste [XZW], 2016). This identified an obvious waste reduction 

target, and led to a partnership with the Waikato District Council where they trialled a food 

waste collection service for 100 local households (XZW, 2016). After four years of trial and 

development, they have up scaled this service in 2017 to over 2000 households, providing 

each household with a kitchen caddy, compostable bin liners and a larger kerbside bin 

imposing no cost for the user. The waste is collected and transported to the RRRC site where 

it is repurposed into compost. 
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The XZW team argue that they were the national pioneers of this type of scheme, and believe 

this initiative can be replicated in other regions (Piddock, 2018). They are one of just three 

community facilities that accept compostable packaging, alongside the eight industrial 

facilities throughout the entire country (WasteMinz, 2019). This makes XZW an industry 

leader in this niche market. They are using their experience and expertise to empower other 

communities, and have contributed to the establishment of similar natured recovery systems 

in Auckland, New Plymouth, Great Barrier Island and the Chatham Islands (XZW, 2017). 

Furthermore, XZW undertook a three-year partnership with the South Auckland community 

of Waiuku to replicate their model and achieve the 75% diversion rate within 18-months of 

operating; in this scenario, Waiuku Zero Waste is contract by Auckland Council to operate 

the Waiuku Community Recycling centre (Piddock, 2018). This work amongst other 

collaborative efforts are contributing towards achieving Auckland Council’s zero waste goal 

by 2040. Current efforts include work with the Community Recycling Network to develop an 

alternative system to manage Auckland’s inorganic waste collection.  

 

 Summary 

The case study examples suggests the CE is emerging through diverse experiments, each case 

draws attention to a particular form of entrepreneurialism devoted to perform environmental 

sustainability in wider settings. Chapter Six elaborates on the diversity of the enacted 

strategies to explore the extent in which they challenge the waste and wider environmental 

performance on NZ’s economy.  
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6. Discussion 
 Introduction 

The case studies discussed in Chapter 5 suggest that CE activity is alive, diverse and 

expanding in New Zealand. These case studies highlight how NZ companies are introducing 

new sustainability initiatives that challenge the conventional way mainstream business 

operates. The studied entrepreneurs are accelerating the transition to a circular system 

through particular commitments to ethics and by efforts to experiment with innovative 

business models and products. The studied experiments are all voluntarily pursued through 

economic agents and instruments, many of whom have been influenced by the rise of the 

‘CE’ concept itself, alongside the material properties and affordances of ‘waste’ that can be 

transformed into calculable commodities. These efforts to experiment with technologies and 

altered practices are marketising waste and new markets are emerging from waste usages. 

This chapter is divided into three parts. The first explores the diverse strategies being 

deployed to incorporate circularity. It highlights a particular form of entrepreneurialism 

devoted to creating products or services that perform environmental sustainability in wider 

settings. The following section explores the potential of CE experiments as a national 

development strategy, referring to the growing market demand for initiatives that have been 

designed to enhance environmental and social sustainability. This discussion presents the CE 

as a promising strategy for NZ. The approach is gaining traction throughout the country in 

various industries, but the current interest has yet to realise their its full potential. The final 

section discusses the challenges of breaking through existing practices and understandings to 

realise this potential. 

 Building CE into business models: NZ’s diverse array of CE 
experiments 

It is useful to reintroduce Table 5.1 in this chapter, as a summary of the case study evidence 

presented in Chapter 5. It represents the entrepreneurial opportunities occurring in the diverse 

economies space hosting the activity geared to accelerate the transition towards NZ’s CE. 

These companies are individually, or in partnership with other organisations, experimenting 

with take-back, resell, reuse and recycling programmes geared to reduce corporate and 

consumer waste. While these companies are arguably working towards a common vision to 

reduce the waste generated from economic activities, there is significant diversity in the way 
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these are developed, organised and practiced throughout a variety of consumable markets. 

The different experiments in this space range from fully internalised CE, to sector and place-

based CEs. While some organisations are focusing on efficiency within product design to 

create new products, others are developing end-of-life solutions for the abundance of 

materials already in circulation. The following section explores this diversity by unpicking 

the axes of difference that are depicted in table below. 

Table 5.1 Case Studied experiments in the Circular Economy in NZ. 

Organisation Circular economy initiative Founding Narrative Circular 
Business 
Model 

Data Source 

Champignons 
(CH) 

Producing flamingo 
mushrooms 

Identified opportunity 
to use mainstream food 
waste to produce 
delicacies in niche 
food markets (2018) 

Closing 
Loops: ERV1 

- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

For The Better 
Good (FTBG) 

Line of water bottles from 
plant-based materials 

 

Anti-plastics 
environmentalism 
(2018) 

Slowing 
Loops: EPV2 
Closing 
Loops: ERV 

- Interview with 
founder 
- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Innocent 
Packaging 
(IP) 

Diverse range of takeaway 
food packaging from 
alternative material sources 

Market opportunity to 
simplify sustainability 
(2013) 

Closing 
Loops: ERV 
and IS3 

- Interview with 
founder 
- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Kokako 
(KK) 

Sustainability-oriented brand 
of coffee bean wholesalers - 
comprehensive waste 
management plan to reduce 
waste from production to 
consumption 

Incorporating circular 
activity within linear 
model (2009) 

Slowing 
Loops: EPV4 
Closing 
Loops: ERV 

- Interview: 
marketing 
manager 
- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Sustainable Salons 
(SS) 

Industry-wide resource 
recovery system to be 
positioned at salons 
throughout NZ and Australia 

Industry players 
identified inadequate 
recycling systems for 
salon products (2015) 

Slowing 
Loops: EPV 
Closing 
Loops: ERV 

- Interview with 
founder 
- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Waikaitu (WK) Organic fertiliser developed 
from pest species:  Wakame 
(seaweed) 

Identified market 
opportunity for an 
unutilised waste 
resource (2012?) 

Closing 
loops: ERV 
and IS 

- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 
- Media Coverage 

Xtreme Zero 
Waste (XZW) 

Community wide waste 
recycling and recovery 
system, enabling 75% landfill 
diversion 

Reduce the local 
pollution arising from 
landfilling activities 
(2000) 

Slowing 
Loops: EPV 
Closing 
Loops: ERV 

- Corporate 
promotions & 
website 

Source: Authors own 

1. Extending Resource Value; 2. Long Life model; 3. Industrial Symbiosis; 4. Extending product value 
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 Entrepreneurs inspiring change: the role of social enterprise in 
circular economy 

Why don’t I find an environmental problem that’s not being looked at by anybody else 

and see if we can make a sustainable business model out of it? (Alex Pressman (WK), 

cited in Ryan, 2018, cited in Stuff). 

The case studies demonstrate the different ways in which new understandings of 

environmental change and related ethics are encouraging economic actors to interact with 

alternative economies. New relations among consumers, suppliers, investors and regulators 

are being forged around experimental efforts to address various environmental challenges. As 

table 5.1 suggests, CE experiments are emerging through a range of industry markets founded 

on an array of contextually specific narratives. Social entrepreneurs are the key economic 

actors working to bridge knowledge with commercial opportunities to create new valuations 

of waste that challenge dominating social norms. They are investing in actions that reshape 

everyday economic practices and relations in light of more environmentally conscious 

considerations. 

The founding narratives highlight how those experimenting with CE are driven by 

environmental ethics that compel them to address flaws in the mainstream economy. The 

proprietors are experimenting with ways to exploit these challenges and transform them into 

new market opportunities. They are responding to failures in the way markets value public 

goods ineffectively (natural resource extraction) and externalise environmental degradation 

(resource quality depletion/scarcity, waste generation and pollution). They seek to realise an 

economy where considerations of waste are prioritised and not externalised. 

These ethical commitments have inspired a range of new practices. The social entrepreneurs 

have produced plant-based plastic for takeaway consumables (FTBG, IP), found ways to 

utilise natural products to stimulate plant growth (CH, WK), and founded networks of 

recycling and composting infrastructure at the industry (FTBG, IP, SS, WC) and community 

level (XZW). These practical experiments to rethink economy are producing transformational 

effects, inspiring significant shifts of understandings of waste across various realms. There 

appears to be a particular process that proprietors are following to develop these models, 

figure 6.1 presents these general stages with specific reference to the development process of 

FTBG. 
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Figure 6-1. The development process of FTBG’s circular business model 

 

Source: Authors own 

Collectively, these experiments are developing into a network of organisations engaging in 

circular activity. The efforts of individual social entrepreneurship is arguably driving a 

transition to a circular system within NZ. Their examples show how business can exist in 

alternative forms that inspire a new politics of production and consumption with ethical 

considerations at the forefront. We can also see examples of companies that have been driven 

to integrate circularity within their existing business models to address waste associated with 

transporting, packaging and merchandising. At this stage, these emerging, innovative 

experiments tend to be technological breakthroughs that are often isolated in the market and 

competing with mainstream counterparts. However, they (alongside others articulated in the 

media) are increasingly narrating themselves as change leaders. While the motivations for 

assuming corporate responsibility may differ between organisations, each is integrating 

ethical considerations into new ways of operating. The following section discusses the 

diversity of business models and strategies with which these proprietors are experimenting to 

achieve circular visionaries. 

Inspire social change 

FTBG: New politics of plastic consumption New methods of plastic disposal 

Launch experiment in market 

FTBG: Provides alternative to mainstream water consumption Provides new systems for disposal 

Stage 3: Research & trial alternative solutions 

FTBG: Trialled alternative materials; Hemp, PLA Commit to PLA packaging 

Stage 2: Recognise market failures

FTBG: 1) Bottle market dependency on petrochemical-based plastic 2) Insufficient recycling plants to deal with scale of plastic water 
bottle consumption

Stage 1: Identify environmental problem 

FTBG e.g. Plastic pollution
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 Business Strategies and wider circular economy assemblages 

Table 5.1 presents the plethora of circular business models and products emerging in NZ 

markets, each of which have been specifically designed in light of a particular vision or 

mission towards social change. Initially, we can see a cluster of these experiments situated 

within the politics of food. These alternative initiatives are challenging the way we produce, 

consume and dispose items within the food landscape. As predicted, food has proven to be a 

key sector of CE activity in NZ (SBN, 2018; see table 4.2). The cases presented in Chapter 5 

shed light on how circularity can be intertwined within all stages of the food chain, beginning 

with how produce is grown and sourced to the packaging of comestibles and their transport. 

Food itself is not the only circular target. For example, circular action has been introduced as 

host infrastructure for business activity (CH, KK) and has become a consideration when 

producing merchandise associated with the company brand (KK). The SS and XZW cases sit 

outside of the food sector, yet in their expansion each now has links to food; SS is partnered 

with food recovery charities while XZW now has a kerbside food collection service. These 

CE efforts underpin food security, reducing the volume of wasted food by utilising food by-

products and recycling nutrients as fertiliser or compost to stimulate future production efforts. 

Table 6.1 summarises the CE opportunities being taken to divert waste in the food landscape. 
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Table 6-1. Summary of CE activity emerging throughout New Zealand’s food landscape 

Stages of the Food Value 

Chain 

Initiative Organisation 

Crop stimulation Organic plant care products WK 

 Recycling nutrients of waste 

into compost 

FTBG, IP, KK, XZW 

Crop production Mushrooms grown from used 

coffee grounds 

CH 

Business activity Upcycled corporate 

environment/growing room 

CH, KK, 

Consumption Compostable 

takeaway/wholesaling 

packaging 

FTBG, IP, KK 

 

Post-consumption Community-wide kerbside 

food collection 

XZW 

 Food recovery (financial 

donation to relevant charity) 

SS 

Marketing Educational packaging IP 

 Brand merchandise KK 

Source: Authors own 

More broadly, the cases illustrate an array of diverse strategies to integrate circularity as 

identified in the literature. In Chertow’s (2008) terms, we can see proprietors are 

experimenting with a mix of waste minimisation and zero waste principles to harness the 

recyclable, reusable and regenerative opportunities of materials. Using the model developed 

by Bocken et al. (2016; see table 2.3), NZ experimenters are extending both product and 

resource value. The strategies both seek to exploit the residual value from used resources, but 
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differ in how the product is repurposed once it has been collected (Bocken et al., 2016). The 

two strategies take different forms, from ‘slowing’ the resource loop or extending the 

resources utilisation period before entering landfill, to ‘closing’ the loop or preventing the 

product from ever entering landfill. Efforts to close the loop tends to involve cross-firm 

collaboration and an ethical commitment to pursue the notion of extended producer 

responsibility (EPR). 

 Slowing The Loop 

When a product value is extended, the resource is used again in its initial form (Bocken et al., 

2016). Several of the cases studied in this research involve participation in second hand 

markets (e.g. RRRC, KK and CH). These efforts utilise the residual value of products, while 

simultaneously recapturing economic value in multiple avenues. The literature discusses how 

the market for recycled goods is growing (Gregson & Crang, 2015; Winans, Kendal & Deng, 

2017) and the case studies reveal economic incentives for both consumers and employers to 

participate in this market. For example, the RRRC’s three retail stores have inspired large-

scale local engagement to the great extent that local newsagents report XZW as the town’s 

third biggest employer recirculating $1.2 million of annual revenue into the economy 

(Piddock, 2018, cited in Stuff). At other end of the spectrum, the case studies highlight the 

economic advantage of consuming within the second-hand market, as the cost of used 

products is significantly less than purchasing the same item brand new. KK’s office 

renovation process was guided by SBN’s recommended Circular Economy Model Office 

(CEMO) principles (SBN, 2015; see 4.4) which inspired KK to install many general office 

necessities (e.g. windows, doors) from second hand markets for a lower retail price. This type 

of cost-saving innovation is also demonstrated by CH, who have repurposed an unused 

shipping container to host a circular model of food growth. These cases highlight the 

potential of CE to create economic and environmental values by reusing materials that are 

already in circulation. 

FTBG go a step further to experiment with long-life design (Bocken et al., 2016). Inspired by 

a form of anti-plastics environmentalism, this alternative plastic product seeks to spark 

behaviour norms away from ‘single use’ consumption to create less wasteful systems of 

water production, consumption and disposal. As part of the model, FTBG has installed water 

refill stations to stimulate and engrain patterns of reuse, alongside a collection service (TBC) 

for used bottles to ensure transparency in repurposing systems. The service itself is realised 
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through a circular model, by executing innovation within the design of the products 

transportation devices to retailers; the cardboard box transforms into the built infrastructure 

hosting the bottle collections. This simple innovation is cost effective, reduces the required 

volume of material input while simultaneously reduces waste generation. Further, this is 

expected foster greater engagement, as the proprietor explained how they hope to sell their 

target markets on the opportunity to avoid large, expensive collection bins for used bottles, 

which can deter potential host cafes (thus users) from participating in recycling activity (J. 

Klinac, personal communication, 17 October, 2018). This is crucial, as Anderson (2007) 

argues how participation in recycling are only performed if the action is perceived as 

desirable from a private economic viewpoint. 

 Closing The Loop 

Strategies to close the loop are pursued to bridge the waste stream between post-use and 

production, whereby the wasted resource is converted into new or different forms of value 

(Bocken et al., 2016; McDonough & Braugnart, 2002; Stahel, 2010). To utilise existing 

properties for new purposes in products/services requires a significantly greater level of 

innovative design and technology than the previously discussed strategy. Nonetheless, the 

case studies provide multiple examples of this level of innovation. Several enterprises 

recognise that in the correct condition wasted food packaging can be converted into compost 

(e.g. FTBG, IP, KK), while discarded coffee grounds are being used to produce food 

delicacies (e.g. CH), and used plastic packaging can be upcycled into outdoor furniture (e.g. 

SS). Perhaps the most sophisticated case is SS’s ongoing research and development into the 

use of hair to conserve marine life and clean up ocean spills. In the latter case, we can see 

how ethical considerations are rechannelling the profit motive into wider sustainability 

actions and how repurposing initiatives are contributing to conservation projects aimed at 

addressing negative effects of corporate activities (oil pollution). These examples highlight 

how the marketisation of waste presents new forms of values through models that design 

waste out of the system. 

Realising and reaping the full benefits of these types of strategies often involves collaboration 

with external corporate actors and organisations. The following section acknowledges the 

wider assemblages of CE activity emerging across the contrasted boundary of the individual 

firm. 
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 Exploring experiment/CE boundaries 

The studied organisations each adopt different experimental approaches. While some have 

developed fully internalised CE systems, others are drawing on the knowledge and utility of 

other organisations to collaborate circular efforts between supply chains. The case studies 

illustrate the competitive advantage for businesses to collaborate across internal firm 

boundaries to produce CE action. Table 5.3 analyses case study evidence in this realm against 

strategies communicated in Chertow (2008), these ideas are explained in the proceeding 

paragraphs. 

 

Table 6-2. Cross-firm circular experiments. 

Across-firm 

initiatives 

Case Study Evidence 

 
 

Greening the supply 

chain 

Sourcing alternative materials from renewable sources (FTBG, IP, 

WK) 

Extended producer 

responsibility 

Product stewardship schemes (FTBG, IP) 

Industrial symbiosis Waste outputs and processed for new material inputs (CH, IP, WK) 

Source: Authors own, compiled with ideas cited in Chertow (2008). 

 
Industrial Symbiosis 

Various case studies are experimenting with industrial symbiosis. This strategy sees the waste 

process from one organisations activity transformed into feedstock for another process or 

product line (Bocken et al., 2016; Chertow, 2008). This key theme highlights how 

interindustry relationships and collaboration can create value for all actors involved. The 

Waikaitu case exemplifies a fully enclosed CE model dependent on new relations of 

exchange. Traditionally, mussel farmers perceived Wakame as a nuisance pest fouling the 

harvest lines, this practice is expensive and generates bio waste that must be disposed of. The 

WK proprietor discovered this threat in 2012 and began working with a local scientist to 

invest capital into researching and developing a process that could transform Wakame into a 

new form of value that could be reinvested back into the economy. The outcome has created 

a financial incentive to encourage behaviour change within the ethics and politics of 

harvesting seafood; the Wakame is purchased off the farmers for a cost price.  
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Simultaneously, practicing this new way of operating creates a sense of personal 

empowerment for the harvesters as these actions will improve the state of natural 

environment in which their industry depends on. Pressman summarises this statement in an 

interview published in Stuff, (Tauton, 2018): 

We have it make it worth their while not just to throw it away. There should be a 

financial gain for everyone and it’s a revenue stream for them but they also feel better 

for contributing to bettering the environment. We’re trying to build an industry from 

nothing and we couldn’t do it without the mussel farmers. 

IP also demonstrate this symbiosis strategy in their straw range, an innovation in their 

portfolio of takeaway containers developed from Wheatstraw (wheat harvest by-product) 

from suppliers in China, alongside the range of SmartAss toilet paper derived from Bagasse 

(sugar-cane by-product). Again, the case studies illustrate how capturing waste can enhance 

sustainability in other areas; in this scenario, Chinese farmers have traditionally burnt the 

wheatstraw, however this activity has recently been banned following changes in legislation 

addressing air pollution. Despite the composition of different environmental challenges, 

industries and products, both WK and IP demonstrate that by engaging circular action, new 

economic and environmental opportunities can arise within systems that are already 

operating. 

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 

Chertow (2008) draws on the potential of EPR as a policy approach to increase the 

circulation of materials back into the system. Products within a CE must be guided with 

principles of eco-design that enable disassembly, followed by functions and infrastructure 

that arrange the appropriate disposal. This requires manufacturers to assume responsibility 

after they have been used by the consumer - a vital step in assembling a CE. The two 

takeaway packaging companies (FTBG and IP) demonstrate this notion by introducing 

product stewardship schemes for consumer participation. In explanation, these companies 

have installed return stations for used products at many host retailers (e.g. cafes, gyms, 

retailers), they also arrange the collection of these bins to be transported to the nearest 

composting service. This process is presented through IP’s efforts close the loop through 

product stewardship in figure 6.2 below. 
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Figure 6-2. The IP circular business model and their commitments to EPR 

 

Source: Authors own 

The engagement of this strategy highlights two key findings of the research. Initially, 

developing a CE is a systems-level issue whereby you cannot merely address one part of the 

system. In this instance, the transformational impact of developing products with regenerative 

properties cannot be realised without simultaneously creating processes that stimulate 

regeneration, i.e. without appropriate infrastructure for the capture, collection and disposal of 

compostable products, they will enter bins destined for landfill alongside conventional 

products produced within a linear fashion. Hence, the circular vision of waste reduction will 

not be achieved. This understanding builds the argument for the second finding that 

implementing CE is a process, in which the studied experiments are all participating in CE at 

different stages of engagement. The expansion of the IP model, from the initial product 

launch in 2013 to the development of the composting infrastructure in 2018, demonstrates the 

different stages companies must consider while experimenting with CE activity. This may 

explain why globally there are very few companies that are completely circular (Stahel, 

2016), instead, as the case studies represent, there are an increasing number of organisations 

experimenting with efforts to incorporate CE principles within business models to address 

particular issues along the supply chain or consumption network. As the IP case suggests, 

Renewable resource 
extraction 

Production of plant-based 
packaging

Retailing outlets of IP 
products opt to host TFP 

collection service 
Consumed packaging is 

returned to TFP bins. 
Contents collected by WC

Used packaging converted 
into compost. This is used 
to stimulate future plant 

growth
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circular action can integrated in other areas of business motives in correlation with a 

company’s evolution and reputable expansion. 

 Summarising the diverse CE experiments emerging throughout NZ 

NZ’s CE embodies a set of sometimes disparate and sometimes connected experiments in the 

economisation of waste and associated activities. The case study evidence highlights 

diversity, yet the shared experience of developing experiments founded on particular 

narratives that in turn create the specific organisational purpose, circular vision, business 

strategy and identity. These experiments have resulted in the emergence of range of 

experimental products throughout different industries and contexts. These experiments are 

generally situated within existing consumer markets (e.g. food packaging), or specific 

industry (SS) or spatial (XZW) contexts. Each represent an ethical sociotechnical response to 

a particular context, in the form of new typologies of processes, design structure and recovery 

technologies that enable actors to extract waste resources and redistribute them back into the 

economic system. They demonstrate how waste reduction is achievable by making 

incremental behaviour change to slow the resource loop. The approaches show how CE has 

the potential to be introduced within mainstream operations without drastic interruptions to 

production. While, it requires more radical behaviour change to fully close the loop, the case 

studies demonstrate how this the potential can be enhanced through collaborative efforts 

along the supply chain. 

These efforts to rethink and ‘redo’ economy are mutually bound to represent increased 

efficiency at multiple levels of the value chain. In many cases, they repurpose used materials 

for new input, decreasing the environmental/economic cost of production, consumption and 

disposal while simultaneously performing sustainability in wider settings. The experiments 

are making small gains in the sustainability of NZ’s economy and environment, but the 

potential of this as a development strategy is far from fully realised at the national level. Real 

transformational change will occur when these experiments are proliferated and upscaled. 

The representation of diversity implies there are a plethora of market and industry 

opportunities that can begin to consider CE principles, additionally, profound expansion 

opportunities within the studied markets still remain open for further exploitation. The second 

part of this chapter explores what the diversity of these case studies tells us about the 

potential of the CE as national development strategy, then 6.5 explores what necessary 

contributions are required to realise this potential. 
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 The circular advantage: The potential of CE assemblages 

A number of small-scale New Zealand enterprises are experimenting with circular economy. 

Driven by an ethical entrepreneurialism committed to environmental sustainability their 

diverse experiments promise an alternative approach to economic development at various 

scales. In this section, I explore how they are tackling the challenge of translating ethics into 

successful practice. 

 Ethical consumption: Beyond education to a circular economy community 

People want to do business in kinder communities that actually think about their 

impact, where they’re sourcing product and making sure it ends up in the right waste 

stream. These are the businesses people want to buy from (T. Small, personal 

communication, 10 July, 2018). 

The experimenters showcased in Chapter 5 all talk of how their business is intricately 

entangled in shifting community values and how in tandem with these values, they are 

disrupting business as usual. They recognise their own role in shifting public views of what is 

acceptable, required and possible, but also see their initiatives as driven by a rising tide of 

community concern. The potential of the CE as a community economy or national 

development strategy is dependent on widespread public commitments. Social enterprise 

requires active engagement in cultivating new values as well as developing ways to both 

support and profit from them (citation social enterprise). For the entrepreneurs of CE in the 

experiments outlined in Chapter 5, business success depends on the wider success of 

sustainability as a social project. 

There is a clear sense in all of this of win-win opportunities. While sustainability is described 

by popular media agencies as a ‘public relations problem’ for the wider economy (Fahey, 

2018), it is the source of business value for CE experimenters. In the New Zealand context, 

the nation’s reputational challenge is the platform for both the ethical and business objectives 

of CE.  The rising ‘waste crisis’ associated with contemporary urban development, 

consumption and consumer discards has driven concern with CE post 2000s (Crang & 

Gregson, 2015). Corporate engagement in CSR as reputational management has played a key 

role in efforts to build a CE (Salimath & Chandna, 2018). 

As the discourse of waste crisis has passed into society, the environmental attitudes, values 

and purchasing choices of different groups of consumers have begun to shift (Fietkau & 
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Kessel, 1981, cited in Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Pomarici & Vecchio, 2014). Younger, 

urban and more affluent consumers have begun to join a growing CE community, arguably, a 

large portion of this population is comprised of todays ‘millennial generation.’ This new 

generation of consumers and producers are believed to be eager to create positive changes in 

social, environment and economic practices (Boekeloo, 2008; Pasricha & Kadolph, 2009; 

Pomarici & Vecchio, 2014). 

The CE entrepreneurs in my cases use their origin narratives to situate themselves as leaders 

of this community, and to connect with other members of the community. Technology, 

enterprise and environmental ethics are each key tropes of this community, as well as 

instruments deployed to reshape market spheres, purchasing norms, the social relations of 

production, and products themselves (Johnstone & Tan, 2015). Social media technologies 

have played a crucial role in engaging millennials, amplifying environmental concerns and 

encouraging sustainable behaviours throughout industries (Sogari, Pucci, Aquilani & Zanni, 

2017). 

Sharing the experience of social entrepreneurialism with their co-investors, customers, 

suppliers, workers and the CE ‘community’ is a crucial modus operandi of my cases, as well 

as a promotions and market development strategy, and even a measure of business success in 

itself. Kōkako’s marketing manager, for example, locates the business firmly in this wider 

social and cultural experience of economy as well in the turn to green-consumption and 

sustainability: 

There is definitely consumer pressure and people are very vocal now than maybe 5 

years ago… It shows in the growth in terms of [our] profit that there’s a change in 

consumers mind-sets. We now have new cafes coming to us all the time saying we 

want you because of what you stand for, whereas in 2009 people were only really 

phased about if the coffee tastes nice, that was the main thing people cared about. 

Like sure, it’s organic, but there was a much smaller pool of people that cared about 

that sort of stuff. And so now were growing quite quickly because people are looking 

and searching [for products that follow these trends]. (O. Coote, personal 

communication, 16 August, 2018). 

Significantly, my research suggests that there is much more going on than simply new 

knowledge of environmental degradation. The founding narratives of each experiment bind 
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accounts of the entrepreneur as activist to various expressions of post-industrial idyll and 

nationalism in a direct challenge to business-as-usual economy. While the market remains the 

instrument that provides livelihoods and transforms experiments into tradeable goods, it is 

seen as a real, socialised and grounded set of relations. It is imagined not as distant, abstract 

and a-priori, but as shapeable. 

This can be examined through the exponential growth in the market for compostable 

packaging. KK narrate themselves as early experimenters of the compostable totes, an 

expensive investment in emergent technology and market making. As these packaging goods 

have become more mainstream, however, KK estimate the cost of purchasing compostable 

packaging has decreased by 3-fold (O. Coote, personal communication, 16 August, 2018). 

The investment has established KK’s credibility in the CE community and created new 

norms, an intriguing form of market making (see Berndt and Wirth, 2018). Coote (KK) and 

each of the other experimenters are actively making the ethical consumption and ethical 

consumers that they rely upon, promoting and marketing their wares, and assembling their 

competitive advantage all at the same time. Reducing this process to the language of 

‘business as usual’ economy (‘growth in the market for reused and recycled products’) 

fundamentally misses the point. Significantly, this market making around circular principles 

is emerging in, and spreading through, a diversity of products and communities (Table 6.3). 

Table 6-3. Expansion efforts within the studied circular business models 

Organisation Expansion efforts Evidence of expansion 
FTBG Practice expanded Targeting multinational host retailer 

companies (e.g. Volvo) 

Ongoing research and development 

for compostable lid 

IP Practice expanded/up-scaled New alternative material sources 

Expanded product ranges 

Launched in international markets 

SS Practice up-scaled Launched in international markets 

Ongoing research & development 
into Hairboom technology 

WK New experiments launched Introduced into new markets realms 

Volume of Wakame harvest 

increasing annually 

XZW Similar experiments launched Trialling place-based economies in 

new regions (South AKL) 

Source: Authors own 
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The SS model, for example, spread to NZ from Australia in early 2018. The proprietor claims 

that it was driven by CE customers concerned with the same lack of transparency and waste 

management practices that inspired him eight years prior (P. Frasca, personal communication, 

10 July, 2018). The launch was advertised as a CE community, system-level intervention. 

One of the NZ’s early adopters explains that she “signed up the second I had the opportunity. 

I was like ‘let me at it, I’m so keen, this is exactly what I’ve wanted… this is going to take all 

the hard work out of it for me” (Amanda Baker, cited in Smith, 2018, cited in Stuff). The 

transparent, tangible and measurable nature of the model has given participating salons a 

significant business advantage, and several have won business awards recognising their social 

and environmental efforts (P. Frasca, personal communication, 6 July, 2018). There is 

something significant here about the community nature of the market experience, which is 

social, based on trusted relations, stretched across periods from 30 mins to several hours, and 

repeated. A growing awareness and engagement with ethical issues is about more than just 

getting the customer in the door. 

Ethics business models are thus market making in terms of wider social relations than 

disembodied moments of exchange. They bind entrepreneur, business, supplier, customer and 

wider community to a future development path based on something more than growth. There 

are opportunities for entrepreneurs who invariably have mixed motives and who need to 

remain profitable. However, profit, environmental ethics, technology and community are 

bound together in ways that transcend capitalist social relations in which technology is 

deployed to displace labour in order to sustain profits in competition. Investment capital and 

the requirement to make a return still exist, but alongside other motivations for new 

technology and elements of collective investment and ‘shared’ property. The different forms 

of success claimed by the experimenters and the proliferation of experiments suggest 

socialised, environmentalised markets are possible. 

 Innovation as incremental change: Translating ethics into new norms 

The previous discussion depicts the growing engagement in CE markets, the economic and 

environmental values that are created through experimental efforts to slow the loop, and the 

altered market forms that are being made. Significantly, both entrepreneurs and consumers 

are experimenters in these new forms of market. There is an innovation dynamic at work, but 

while it mirrors capitalist models of innovation, three key factors are different. First, 

innovation is as much social as it is technical; many of the interventions can be about 
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repurposing and can be achieved through standard recycling services. Second, initiatives can 

be incremental, built into on-going practices, and connected to longer-term transformational 

and up-scaling agendas, and yet still be seen as innovation. The critique that certain 

interventions to ‘slow the loop’ may be merely prolonging the time before materials 

inevitably enter landfills (Bocken et al., 2016), misses the point about the decentring of linear 

economic processes and what might later come of them. Third, these innovations are seen in 

the social terms of cultural economy. Early adoption is not seen as a one-off opportunity to 

gain a competitive advantage but as an opportunity to be a community leader in a time of 

social and economic transformation. As IP entrepreneur Small observes, if “you’re not 

implementing some CE initiatives in 5-7 years you’re probably one of the last to do it, right 

now you probably have 2 years to be a leader” (T. Small, personal communication, 10 July, 

2018). 

The FTBG product was launched during a March 2018 festival. Marketing for the festival 

advised festivalgoers to bring reusable bottles to take advantage of free refilling stations. 

While only 10% of the population bought a reusable apparatus to the event, water was sold in 

bottles that organisers claimed had reusable qualities and that could then be refilled obviating 

the need to purchase further water at the event. 

Suddenly you have 3,000 people finding ways to attach their bottle to each other, 

carrying the bottle around for the day, where if we hadn’t said that one sentence they 

would have just thrown it away and bought another one. It’s easing people into being 

better… It’s a very simple model but it makes people change and [change] is more 

accessible (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 October, 2018). 

Thus, rather than pursue a narrow profit motive of selling bottled water underpinned by 

unsustainable economic logics of convenience, organisers were able to turn the basic human 

necessity of drinking water into an environmental lesson at a festival experience (J. Klinac, 

personal communication, 17 October, 2018). For Klinac, the example highlights the potential 

for CE engagement to inspire waste minimisation and initiate incremental shifts in norms. 

Successes such as this have opened opportunities for FTBG to develop a custom branding 

feature to supply high profile organisations such as Volvo and the Auckland sports ground, 

Eden Park. Klinac points to the win-wins of direct environmental gains, indirect gains 

through increased environmental awareness, and the reputational gains for both FTBG and 

their clients. The CE community is in all these ways widening and becoming normalised. 
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Klinac sees such developments as transitional; transitioning individual and corporate practice. 

They offer corporate actors and individuals alike “an easy way from them to be a part of this 

movement” (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 October, 2018). In these instances, the 

actions of a single entrepreneur are inspiring a new politics of consumption that challenges 

the way economies are understood and performed. 

At a wider industry level scale, the SS network has founded a system that that builds 

appropriate end-of-life opportunities for used salon materials. Extant recycling services 

struggled to deal with material contamination, which meant that most products were always 

destined for landfill (P. Frasca, personal communication, 10 July, 2018). A hairdresser 

himself, Frasca (SS) described how salons were ‘encouraged’ to landfill used foils despite the 

fact aluminium can be infinitely recycled (P. Frasca, personal communication, 10 July, 2018). 

The innovation of the SS resource recovery system has enabled participating SS salons to 

achieve a 95% rate of landfill diversion from all activities. It has enabled salons to respond to 

the recycling challenge, and is a remarkable achievement in an industry that has historically 

consumed large volumes of plastic. In so doing, the system has transformed norms for 

employers, employees and the wider social groups who pay for hairdressing. The example 

highlights the powerful effects possible from small-scale actions (see table 6.4). 

 

Table 6-4. An adaption of table 4.8; SS recovery service strategies and the impact of these actions 

Circular Experiment Waste diversion* 
Strengthened existing 
waste streams 
 

70,800kg of paper recycled 

52,000kg of plastic kept in circulation 

Developed industry-
specific waste streams 

81,700kg of metals diverted from landfill 

7,500 litres of existing chemicals recycled back into water 

25,300 ponytails collected to create 1,265 medical wigs. 

7.1 tonnes of hair clippings collected for the Hairboom project, 
composting community gardens and educational art installations 

*SS footprint based on Australian activities between February 2015 – November 2017. 
Source: Compiled with information from (P. Frasca, personal communication, 10 July, 2018) 
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Such initiatives are converting conversations about environmental into a politics of 

consumption and a grounded CE that is having material impacts. However, pivotal questions 

remain open - can this environmental entrepreneurialism survive the competitive pressures to 

make profits at the heart of capitalism; and are the incremental nature of these shifts 

sufficient to develop a fully embodied circular economy. 

 People, Profit and Planet 

This section explores how experiments of waste reduction are intertwined within wider 

sustainability considerations; that is, how different CBMs have aligned the three pillars of SD 

– environmental, social and economic sustainability in a CE. Even the most ethically driven 

of social entrepreneurs require returns sufficient to cover operational costs, provide 

livelihoods, and reinvest in new experimental technology. Yet the cases studied in this thesis 

challenge the capitalocentrism of mainstream economy. This challenge is captured in the 

aphorism ‘people, profit and planet’. Table 6.5 sets out some of the initiatives that a number 

of the entrepreneurs claim are recycling surplus into new non-economic forms of value. 
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Table 6-5. Evidence of circular business models integrating environmental and social sustainability 
considerations 

Case Initiatives to support sustainable development 

 Social contributions Environmental contributions 

FTBG 100% profits invested in building 
schools and tackling poverty in 
developing countries (upcoming 

collaboration) 

Pledged to plant a tree for every box sold 

(current experiment) 

Every bottle returned through TBC scheme 
sparks a donation to Sustainable Coastlines, a 
NZ charity focused coastal restoration 

(discontinued 6 month experiment) 

IP Donates packaging to community 
groups / events to support 
marginalised/vulnerable groups 

Donate a can of food to local city 
missions for every order received 
in November (the firm’s 
‘birthday’) 

Donates 10% of profits to NZ charity, Million 

Meters, focused on restoring NZ waterways 

KK Fair Trade certified since 2009, 
team commits to regular visits to 
PNG farm locations for direct 
contact with farmers 

Volunteer hours and product donation at local 
Kokako conservation events. 

Financial support to Kokako conservation 
groups, online store donation. 

NZ pioneers of the Climate Neutral Program 

SS 100% recycling proceeds donated 
to Kiwi Harvest, NZ charity 
redistributing corporate food 

waste 

Volunteer hours/materials, hosting 

local charity events (e.g. Big cut)* 

Ongoing partnership with UTS, investing in 
research and development towards Hairboom 
to clean up degradation from oil spills 

Source: Authors own 

Ethical campaigns within the food landscape provide a clear example of how CE is becoming 

an environmental social movement and a community that transcend concerns with waste 

alone. As Table 6.5 implies, the CE movement has established strong connections with 

organics and fair trade at various points along the food value chain. Organic food, for 

example, implies regenerative packaging. There is, in which several of those involved in my 

cases referenced each other as benchmarks. The following quote from KK employee (O. 

Coote, personal communication, 16 July, 2018) builds on this message: 
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It all makes sense for Kokako [to use compostable packaging]. If we are an organic 

coffee roaster then we wouldn’t be putting it in something that couldn’t go back to the 

land and re-fertilise what we’re growing, and then the Fairtrade in the middle kind of 

holds it together because why would we put so much care in the environment and then 

not care about the people who are sourcing it? 

The circular economy ‘community’ is in turn embedded within the broader sustainable 

development movement. Again, Table 6.5 illustrates how CBMs are instruments for 

sustainable development (e.g. see Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). These models involve investing 

in the conservation of endangered species (KK), donating resources to marginalised groups 

(IP, KK) and hosting community events with free services for the disadvantaged (SS). These 

are but a few of many strategies being used to express socio-environmental ethics (and to be 

seen to be doing so for promotional purposes). 

The SS proprietor believes each component of ‘people, profit and planet’ should be equally 

weighted in business models (P. Frasca, personal communication, 6 July 2018). SS makes a 

virtue of reinvesting back in to the community in which it operates, a message it uses to 

promote itself and one consistent with the value of creating communities that support each 

other (Timely 2018: p.8). Its recovery system reduces the volume of salon waste entering 

landfill, with 100% of the proceeds from the sale of the collected ‘used’ resources donated to 

social enterprises committed to recovering food waste: Oz Harvest (Australia) and Kiwi 

Harvest (NZ). As social enterprises themselves, these two organisations redistribute excess 

food from commercial outlets to provide meals for those in need. 
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Table 6-6. Social impact of the SS resource recovery system 

Arena Specific initiatives 

Circular 
Economy 

Resource recovery system to reduce industry waste entering landfill 

Hosted in over 450 salons across NZ and Australia 

Economic 
model 

The system is free for salons to host, the model is funded through a $2 fee 

to salon customers 

Waste material converted into $, proceeds donated to fund circular action 
in other industries 

Sustainability 
Performance 

Reduced environmental burden of industry practices 

Research into how repurposing waste can improve the natural environment 

(Hairboom project) 

Conversion of wasted salon materials into social good 

Provided over 48,000 meals to the homeless in Australia (2015-17) 

Source: Compiled with information from P. Frasca, personal communication, 10 July, 2018 

The initiatives outlines in table 6.6 highlight the potential of corporations to crystallise and 

harmonise sustainable development. As the FTBG founder observes, his efforts to “build 

good” water bottle consumption go far beyond the initial environmental problem of plastic 

pollution to enact a plethora of positive changes and stimulate a sense of empowerment: 

Business and profit got us into where we are at now, but business will also get us out. 

It’s an important thing to think of business as a powerful vehicle. … You can use it to 

do really cool things. It’s not so much simply economy or product or system, it’s a 

mind-set … You could be on your way to work [consuming this product] and you’re 

not buying oil, its waste free and all of that, but now you’re also helping plant a tree. 

How cool is that? Normally you were just going to through it in the bin. People can 

see just how powerful they are (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 October 2018). 

The WK case takes this a step further to illustrate the possibilities of a CE ecosystem, where 

the waste derived in one sector becomes the source of value creation in a second and an 

opportunity to limit environmental damage from economic activities in third sector – with 

economic success at each step. This experimental process has uncovered a $9 billion market 

(Aquaculture New Zealand, 2016) centred on the recycling of waste plant material from an 

invasive species into organic products with positive environmental values. These organic 

products in turn underpin a natural style of farming where WK customers can prioritise the 

health of the soil and environment, not just without compromising yields or livelihoods but 

also by adding value to their food products. The case highlights the emergence of a new 
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politics around environmental sustainability and ethical consumerism, which is creating a 

new set of challenges for the future of food production (Campbell et al., 2009; Clarke et al., 

2007). The WK case speaks directly to the potential of “biological economies” to reassemble 

relations between New Zealand’s economy, identity and environments (Pawson et al., 2018). 

Circular economy promises a platform for overcoming tensions between economy and 

ecology and establishing new sustainable interactions between land-water based resources, 

social values and ecological futures within production landscapes. WK’s products offer a 

pathway beyond the pollution of soils and waterways by unwanted nutrients that will add 

value to NZ’s biological economies rather than detracting from it (Pawson et al., 2018). 

Similar concerns around the methods of commercial food production are felt globally, not 

just in terms of reputational effects on business and national exports or environmental 

degradation, but in terms of health of workers and consumers. The WK range of natural plant 

care products targets these concerns by developing natural solutions to encourage sustainable 

farming, enhance soils and mitigate against health and other potential food crises.  These 

solutions are ultimately environmentally and financially sustainable and a platform for 

establishing new norms in production and consumption. The argument is that the enterprise 

will have diverse positive environmental, economic and social gains (Table 6.7). 

 

Table 6-7. Sustainability performance of the WK circular business model 

Lifecycle 
Stages 

Economic Value  Environmental 
Value 

Social value 

Resource 
extraction 

Muscle harvesters are offered 
small financial incentives to 
extract Wakame 

Reduced 
invasion of pest 
species 

Shifting industry 

norms on disposal 

Material 
processing 

Economisation of waste 
resource: for agriculture 
products, cosmetics 

 New forms of 

employment 

Consumption Dominating market share in 
organic products in plant-care, 
targeted at large scale 
industrial farmers 

Enhanced soil 
fertility from 
natural 
processes 

Shifting industry 
dependence on toxic 
substances for plant 
growth 

Positive 
external 
impacts 

Improved aquaculture 

opportunities 

Maintain and enhance NZ 
reputation 

Enhanced 

estuaries 

Enhanced health from 
non-toxic chemical 
agri-horticulture, skin 

care 

Fostering CE subjects 

Source: Authors own 
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The cases challenge mainstream logics that set aside social and environmental goals in the 

pursuit of private profits. Yet they also suggest that CE experiments can be both 

economically viable and expand in various directions. They show how CE experimentation 

makes new and diverse markets by conceiving new products and new social norms, and 

creates new, more sustainable forms of livelihood, prosperity and economic value. In doing 

so the cases have opened up diverse possibilities for risk management (reputational risk and 

raw material volatility), cost savings, job creation and revenue growth. The experiments 

demonstrate that ethical commitments and actions do not have to be positioned in opposition 

to economic success and entrepreneurialism. Rather, they point to a real economy embedded 

in the concrete social demands, environmental relations and sociotechnical arrangements that 

realign corporations, consumers, community actors, and non-human agents around a different 

set of ethics (Kama, 2014). In this economy, markets are being put to use to achieve 

something other than profit from exchange.  

The different experiments confirm that circular economy markets for extracting ‘waste’ are 

relational and emergent. They are products of historical and locally specific cultures of 

knowledge, valuation and opportunities for innovative exchange. They do not exist a-prior, 

but are in the process of being made and will require ongoing work to make them succeed 

(Bridge, 2009; Callon & Caliskan 2010; Callon, 2016; Kama, 2014). Significantly, the 

experiments are not confined to innovation in one product area, but are stimulating corporate 

creativity, promoting sustainability and enacting a wider process of transition in non-aligned 

fields. Economic viability as well as environmental commitments and successful innovation 

are crucial to encouraging these demonstration effects. 

 A ‘stuck’ transition 

The remainder of this chapter discusses the barriers to participation in the CE and makes a 

case for new institutional commitments as a way to overcome them. The past decade has seen 

an increasing engagement in circular activity from NZ businesses causing the CE to progress 

from a theoretical concept into a commercial strategy. Multiple experiments illustrate how 

the concept is starting to gain traction as a solution to a range of sustainability issues and 

considerations. However, given the scale and threat that contemporary waste issues pose to 

NZ’s economy and national identity (see section 4.2), the CE is still not as widespread as one 

might imagine. Not yet mainstreamed, these experiments are contained within niche markets, 

arguably appealing to a specific target segment of consumers. The final section of this 
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chapter examines what I argue to be a ‘stuck’ transition by addressing the social and 

economic factors that appear to be preventing the CE from reaching its full potential. I argue 

that to do so requires radical thinking and practices that shape new behaviours in various 

realms. Ultimately, what is required are further institutional commitments and new economic 

relations that encourage collaboration across firm and industry levels. 

 Social Barriers: Lack of support from the wider network 

A growing interest in socially responsible business and ethical consumption has seen CE 

approaches being more widely applied in order to tackle prevailing practices and preferences 

in managing waste. While behaviours are shifting towards circularity, CE experiments remain 

niche focused. This indicates that there is some distance to go to overturn mainstream 

economic mindsets and fully address environmental degradation and the threat of instability 

that this poses to future development. Most economic actors have not yet prioritised CE 

practices in their approaches to production or consumption. Although Small (IP) believes 

“the small percentage [of engaged participants] has a large voice” (T. Small, personal 

communication, 20 July, 2018), the minority market share does not carry the sufficient 

capacity required to revolutionise the entire economic system. Although business as usual 

prevails behind the unsustainable mainstream narrative of how economy and business 

‘should’ operate, those involved in the CE hope to demonstrate how a cooperative, long-term 

circular focus will foster new ideologies, innovations and relations. 

The CE narrative shifts the traditional sustainability paradigm from consuming ‘less’ to 

consuming ‘smarter,’ albeit this often also reduces the volume consumed. The necessary 

mindset shift required to assemble the CE entails producers, retailers and consumers to 

become more active participants in the recycling and reuse of products, removing the passive 

‘throwaway’ culture of the linear economy (Ghisellini et al., 2015). These transitions impose 

a shift in attitudes, behaviours and lifestyles (Rizos et al., 2016). Recognising this barrier 

identifies a further challenge; shifting behaviours and attitudes towards circular principles 

requires an ongoing investment of effort thus will not happen immediately. A proliferation of 

experiments that challenge contemporary business models’ consumption patterns constructed 

on the notion of single-use and convenience can only but prove a disruptive force. 

The experiments outlined in Chapter 5 illustrate new methods of production and consumption 

that designs waste out of the system, drawing on reuse as a dominant strategy (reiterating its 

prominence within the 9R framework – see figure 2.3). Not all rely, however, on the reuse 
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strategy, effectively falling foul of the widespread critique in the media for prolonging the 

single-use culture (e.g. see Vaughan (2016), or Lin (2016); Mulligan (2018); Reidy (2018). 

Critics call instead for increased engagement with reusable apparatus, and label the use of 

biodegradable plastics as a ‘false solution’ (Vaughan, 2016). To secure this solution, 

however, will require society to embrace widespread practices of reuse, which is proving a 

significant social barrier to CE. 

Existence of this social obstacle is illustrated by the challenges Small (IP) encountered in his 

initial experiment in the CE realm; a now-discontinued line of reusable coffee cups. Small 

(personal communication, 6 August, 2018) claimed that even though the majority of 

consumers bought reusable cups with the intention of changing their behaviour, his market 

research suggested that within three months most consumers had ceased their use of the cups. 

Customers simply fell back into well-established behavioural patterns programmed to 

disregard the long-term externalised impact of single-use products on the wider system. This 

barrier will continue to prevail unless consumption norms are challenged. Here again, a 

proliferation of experiments away from the status quo in multiple settings offers a credible 

way forward. As Small’s example demonstrates, it takes continuous effort to shift social 

practices and impose new norms and cultural values (Gonzalez et al., 2015) and if consumers 

are not constantly reminded of the value of engaging in the CE, they will quickly lose interest 

and motivation to participate. Gaining widespread traction in the CE movement will require 

on-going effort, new initiatives, and an acceptance of incremental gain until mindsets are 

changed. The cases in Chapter 5 reveal two helpful strategies in this regard, and these are 

discussed below. 

The first strategy is simplification. Small, the proprietor of IP, explains his reasoning for 

transitioning away from the reuse model towards regenerative takeaway products (IP) in 

revealing terms.  He claims that 

The idea of reusable is fantastic, but I don’t believe it’s realistic. Cafes have tried to 

offer a 20 or 50-cent discount to bring your own cup, but it hasn’t really worked. A 

reusable cup is a great idea, but it’s a Band-Aid to a bigger problem: food waste and 

the disposable packaging that follows. We need to simplify sustainability if we want to 

see true change, not just by reducing our packaging waste but reducing our food 

waste by composting it and returning the nutrients back to the soil it came from. 

(Small, cited in Junn, 2018a) 
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Small’s key message is the need to “simplify sustainability.” In effect, he argues for the 

imperative of ‘simplifying’ circularity as an initial strategy to break through the underpinning 

logic, bypass niche markets and enable the enactment of circular experiments without forcing 

drastic and unsustainable changes on everyday demeanours. In this context, small scale CE 

experiments represent new understandings and practices of economy. Their very existence 

can trigger initial awareness of, and engagement in, waste management issues within business 

and consumer realms. Small-scale actions bring the CE concept into society in simple, 

accessible ways (see section 6.3.3). The design of the FTBG, IP and SS models enable the 

emergence of circular activities within mainstream networks of consumption as a simple, 

understandable and easily enacted mitigation strategy. In some cases, this engagement may 

arise as an indirect consequence of mainstream behaviours. As FTBG’s proprietor states 

“someone might not even care what this is made of and grab it by accident rather than having 

to consciously, this [is essential] because people are too busy and caught up in their own 

lives” (J. Klinac, personal communication, 16 October, 2018). 

‘Simplifying circularity’ represents a method for inspiring incremental behaviour shifts, 

steering practices of ‘smarter’ consumption that will eventually form the basis of everyday 

economic practices that embed CE within organisational and consumption cultures. This 

strategy must be adopted in tandem with commitments to on-going experimentation and the 

ongoing launch of new initiatives until CE is normalised. Simple initiatives are easy to 

introduce and lay the groundwork for more ambitious, wide reaching projects. They may also 

lead consumers to engage in more radical circular actions. 

A second strategy to challenge existing mindsets can be actioned through incentivising 

consumer engagement. CE alternatives are often perceived as more costly or difficult, with 

no tangible benefits (Rizos et al, 2016). The case studies present several examples of 

overcoming this perception by incentivising individual participation. For example, retailers of 

FTBGs product stewardship scheme offer financial discounts for products within the store 

(e.g. coffee) to reward each bottle returned for composting. The SS model offers another 

example, in which participating salons are recognised for their recovery efforts through an 

internal points-based reward scheme. These points can be used to purchase an array of 

products, tools and services to use within the SS host salon, such as biodegradable salon 

gloves and chemical-free cleaning products. This system incentivises participation in the 

network, while simultaneously performing waste reduction in other internal domains. 
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Borrello et al. (2017) claim that consumers want to be rewarded for the effort participating in 

product stewardship scheme requires, therefore they argue that introducing discounting 

mechanisms can increase participation in a circular loop. These types of financial 

mechanisms may be the innovative structures required to compel consumers into ingraining 

new habits of disposal. 

Advocates of the CE such as Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) emphasise the importance of making 

consumers aware of the benefits of circular experiments. Incentives can be non-financial, and 

research suggests consumers are willing to pay a higher price of transaction to participate 

within green economies if the environmental gain is seen to offer a direct benefit (Mina 

Okada & Mais, 2010). For example, as the growing concern around NZ’s 

biological economies (Campbell et al., 2009) and the impact of chemical fertiliser on human 

health (Kalser, 2018) become mainstream issues, consumers may be more willing to pay 

premium prices for products stimulated by WK plant care that they know have intrinsic 

health benefits relative to other products. Education-driven knowledge of benefits, together 

with financial incentives, may compel new groups of consumers (e.g. health-conscious 

consumers) to reset their consumption habits to engage in the CE. 

 Economic Barriers: the financial burden of novel CE experiments 

Higher costs are commonly argued to be a key deterrent to participation in alternative 

economies such as CE (Lieder & Rashid, 2016; Mina Okada & Mais, 2010; Rizos et al, 

2016). Indeed, many of the examples in Chapter 5 follow premium price models to cover the 

increased costs of responsible environmental practice and the lost economies of scale that 

they often involve. As IP founder, Small, argues: 

It’s very hard to change people’s ingrained behaviour. And while many people talk 

about being environmentally friendly, they don’t often act that way and their 

buying behaviour may be motivated by price or habit, especially for a commodity 

product like toilet paper. It can’t just be more sustainable than the next product, 

because you’re only going to sell it to the 10 percent [who really care]…. You can 

buy a 20-pack of toilet paper out there for $10, and ours is going to be $4.50 for four. 

We’ve got to create desire. (Small, cited in Fahey 2018) 

Increased costs were also an issue within the Raglan case study; a place-based economy 

founded by a unique population sample engaged in cooperative, pro-environmental action for 



  

110 

 

over two-decades. Despite the supportive environment for CE within the local community 

and the widespread volunteering embedded in the business model, the higher financial cost of 

products remains a deterrent for many potential consumers. Additionally, CE businesses will 

always be threatened by the existence of cheaper competitors existing outside of the CE. 

Again, the Raglan initiative is a case in point, with one local Raglan entrepreneur insisting 

that the phasing out of plastic products was “a kooky idea… do they realise the cost of 

alternatives? They would have to be passed on to consumers. If a customer can get something 

cheaper from down the road, they’ll do that!” (Sherson, 2017, cited in Noted). 

The cost challenge is significant across the plethora of CE activities considered in this thesis. 

The underlying need to generate profit incentivises the prioritisation of cost-efficient business 

strategies. Both Small (IP) and Klinac (FTBG) claim that this barrier is the primary reason as 

to why large multi-national companies have refrained from engaging in regenerative CBM’s 

similar to their own: 

For a lot of them it’s the size, how big they are and how such small changes have 

such big impacts. For example, if Coca-cola went to compostable bottles, they have 

the money and resources to do it but the reason they probably don’t do it is because 

of money; they would have to increase their prices by 20% globally overnight… The 

circular economy isn’t limited, there are lots of opportunities but some companies are 

probably holding back. (T. Small. personal communication. 10 July 2018). 

Klinac (FTBG), however, suggests that consumer demand can have a powerful influence in 

overcoming this barrier and forcing the corporate investment: 

Say if a big bottled company switched out to this model tomorrow, they’re not going 

to be making as much money as they are today, that’s the decision. But if all 

consumers decided to completely stop buying plastic number five tomorrow, then it 

wouldn’t last very long. The corporations would change, and they’d do it very fast, 

you’d be surprised how fast they’d do it. But because we’re not going to do that they 

have no incentive to change. (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 October, 2018). 

There are, however, two indications that this pricing dilemma could ease if CE operators are 

to hold their nerve and experiments proliferate. First, the normalisation of CE will mean that 

pricing practices and consumer expectations of prices will adjust relationally, (Mina Okada & 

Mais, 2010), as the market for compostable packaging illustrates (see the KK example in 
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section 6.4.1). Second, as Klinac suggests above, pressure from consumers has the potential 

to force corporate investments in CBMs and subsequent widespread shifts in ways of 

operating the economy. Social pressure brought about through education, activism and the 

demonstration effects of successful CE experiments has the potential to push alternative 

materials out of niche markets to be embedded within mainstream practices. If consumers can 

accept that consumption can, and should, sometimes be forgone in exchange for a higher 

quality product, the higher prices of CE products will appear more reasonable. CE will be 

realised if and when corporates are forced to invest in CE practices to remain competitive. 

However, this escape from the ‘stuck’ transition will take time, and may benefit in the interim 

from new institutional commitments that build awareness of CE and make funding available 

to support practical application. 

 From the stuck transition to a wider project 

The CE creates new environmental and economic value from marketising waste. It does this 

through two mutually constitutive marketisation moves. The first is an ethical move that 

recognises, makes explicit, and ‘prices’ the environmental costs of waste in both 

environmental and financial terms. The second is an entrepreneurial move that seeks to turn 

both waste itself, and the practices of dealing with it, into commodities through processes of 

socio-technical and financial innovation. The first move creates the possibilities for the 

second and vice-versa, allowing the CE to create new value. This market-making requires 

ongoing work to arrange (Callon & Caliskan, 2010; Callon, 2016). The case studies suggest 

that markets are niche and commonly local, that capital for further market-led innovation is 

limited, and securing the mutualities of the two marketising moves through creative origin 

narratives and on-going media interest has limits. In the short term, proliferating beyond the 

small pool of experimental ethical entrepreneurs will require external intervention from 

governments, science, capital and consumers. In examining these cases, this thesis posits that 

there is a wider field of financially profitable ethical practice to be captured and suggest a set 

of opportunities that might be leveraged to accelerate transition. 

 Collaborating to produce a circular economy 

The case studies indicate that collaboration is provides an opportunity to produce a CE 

through highlighting multiple instances where collaboration has encouraged participation in 

the circular economy (Rizos et al, 2016). Small (IP), for example, points to IP’s collaboration 

with the WC scheme to produce TFP. He claims that the partnership responded to a long 
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period of inaction. By collaborating, he argues, “it took us six weeks to implement our idea... 

Zero waste solutions do exist and are easy to implement with the right collaboration” (Small, 

cited in Nadkarni 2018). External collaboration allowed IP to assemble a CE in which new 

sets of relations across firm boundaries accelerated the speed of circular development, added 

reputational advantages, and reduced individualised corporate risk (Benton et al., 2017; Rizos 

et al, 2016). 

Nonetheless, while the cases offer examples of collaboration through networks of retailers 

and waste collection systems, the full potential of collaboration is far from realised. Several 

actors in this research suggest that those involved in CE activity could be more collaborative 

and could work actively to build a shared economy engaged in CE activity. As Klinac 

(personal communication, 17 October, 2018) observed in relation to FTBG’s attempt to 

create an industry level collaborative product stewardship scheme, “some people in New 

Zealand aren’t so open to the idea of collaboration, everyone wants to own everything and 

that's just how it is at the moment. But I think it will change.” Strategies to close the loop 

require new sets of relations and innovations between different industries. Klinac insists that 

there is a powerful business case to promote more collaboration: 

Collaboration is everything. We should be more open to working together. Humans 

are wired at the moment. Collaboration is very important, especially if you’re on the 

same the mission you’re a lot more powerful together, you can still remain separate 

companies but collaboration is key. Stuff would move a lot quicker if people were 

willing to do it together. It just makes so much more sense, less risk with two 

companies trying to do the same thing it just creates competition, it doesn’t need to be 

like that. Obviously there’s a lot of collaboration with the supply chain to create the 

product, but there another level of business that are reluctant or have systems that 

there not willing to [engage with]. (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 October, 

2018). 

Despite Klinac’s enthusiasm, collaboration is far from the norm in low-trust, business as 

usual economies. Where shared ownership and mutually beneficial practice might yield both 

environmental and financial gains, prevailing mainstream economic logic and organisational 

culture favour individual ownership of privatized assets. FTBG’s vision for the TBC was for 

a collective system providing appropriate packaging for all food waste. The fact “it didn’t 

work out so well” (J. Klinac, personal communication, 17 October, 2018) speaks to the need 
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to shift mindsets to foster collaboration. Creating the conditions to assemble the CE requires 

enterprises to acknowledge their existence within a wider market ecosystem in which 

collaboration across firm boundaries will allow each to harness the expertise and 

infrastructure of others. The CE presents an interesting opportunity to dismantle the 

dominance of competition in the logics of innovation. 

 Incentivising engagement through WMF funding 

There are opportunities for the state to lead the development of CE. Wider involvement in the 

CE could be encouraged through changes to NZ’s current legislation, or through the 

provision of new research funding. NZ currently lacks any formal CE policy, and its central 

instrument (the waste disposal levy) is poorly implemented (see section 4.3.1). There is no 

compelling institutional incentive to design, invest or participate in alternative end-of-life 

solutions that assist landfill diversion. Far more could be done to foster engagement, and 

lessons should be learned from international examples of policies and compulsory 

compliance (Reclaim, 2019). 

As a first step, efforts could be made to implement the levy more fully across the country. 

Increasing the levy would be a further easy step. Taken together, a higher, nationwide tariff 

would raise the issue of waste in the public eye and challenge the default option of 

landfilling, which may no longer appear as the most cost efficient action. A higher and more 

fully implemented levy would create a far larger WMF, which would in turn release a 

significantly higher income stream to fund CE projects and research on innovation across a 

diverse range of NZ industries. Operating in tandem with the proliferating experiments that it 

might fund, new forms of collaboration and co-opetition, and enhanced public interest, the 

WMF may offer a pivotal instrument for growing a CE in NZ. 

 New targets of investment 

This thesis has argued that overcoming social and economic barriers to CE requires breaking 

through existing understandings and practices in various realms. The potential of 

collaboration between corporate actors and new institutional support through a realigned 

waste management system promise to generate new revenue streams that could be invested to 

support the growth of a CE. 
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Investment in CE education and implementation devices 

Enhanced education around the CE has the potential to add momentum to the CE movement. 

This could occur in formal institutions such as schools, through industry guidelines, or as 

public education through social media platforms. New sources of revenue might be used to 

invest further in CE awareness and education. Institutional guidelines such as CEMO (see 

4.4) or more sophisticated economic analysis at multiple scales (e.g. SBN, 2018a) are likely 

to prompt further implementation of CE practices. Investments in placed-based economies 

(Raglan, Waiuku, see Section 5.7) promise other demonstration effects and new business and 

community relationships that will lead to the spread of CE, while investment in science such 

as the SS collaboration with UTS (see Section 5.6) promises new innovation-led gains. 

Producing and circulating new knowledge is the initial step to break through existing 

understandings of economy and begin to advocate shifts away from the dominating 

mainstream practices. 

New Zealand might also seek to learn more systematically from the EU. It might, for 

example, introduce eco-labelling mechanisms (EC, 2019, see 4.4) as a basis for 

communicating CE knowledge, incentivising enterprises to seek out competitive advantage 

by adopting CE practices, and encouraging consumers to demand CE. 

Strengthening infrastructure & product stewardship schemes 

Diverse experiments continue to emerge in the market sphere, but are increasingly reliant on 

the waste stream infrastructure required to fully capture the circular vision. There is a need to 

develop new, and upscale existing, product stewardship schemes to ensure that the emergent 

circular experiments have transparent end-of-life opportunities. The cases studies imply that 

growing marketisation of biodegradable plastics has not been matched with the appropriate 

scale of infrastructure to manage this material stream effectively. With only eight industrial 

level and three community-based facilities (WasteMinz, 2019), NZ lacks the necessary large-

scale infrastructure enabling the recovery of organic and technical material required to realise 

the waste diversion potential that CE experiments offer. Proprietors in my case studies 

identified a lack of infrastructure to support the emerging experiments as a barrier to further 

implementation. As Small (IP) observed, regional composting and recycling facilities operate 

in isolation, which creates confusion and disparities between different regional practices (T. 

Small, personal communication, 10 July, 2018). A more comprehensive, transparent and 
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consistent infrastructure across different regions will require significant investment, but will 

address this challenge. 

 

One immediate intervention might be to increase the number and scale of commercial 

compost facilities that are able to utilise the regenerative properties of PLA. As organics were 

recorded as the highest demanded waste stream category for WMF funding in the 2017 

review, (MfE, 2017a, see table 4.1), funding projects in this realm are in high demand. 

Without appropriate facilities, the transformational potential of regenerative experiments 

cannot be realised if the products enters conventional waste streams. When facilities have the 

appropriate capacity, there is demand to roll out more organic waste collection systems of 

similar nature to the place-based experiments conducted by XZW, or the collection schemes 

developed by FTBG and IP. In tandem with new product stewardship projects, this 

investment would encourage a substantial increase in the level of food waste and packaging 

diverted from landfills. Significantly, as SBN’s work (2018a, 2018b) and their CEA (2019a, 

2019b) contributions shows, this need not be limited to the food landscape. Global printing 

giants Fuji Xerox and Ricoh illustrate that product stewardship schemes alongside the 

provision of collection points for returning used products can provide crucial steps in ‘closing 

the loop’ and engendering social responsibility in otherwise unlikely places. 

 

 Ways forward 

This thesis argues that assembling the CE at the national level requires simultaneous 

investments and commitments from multiple sites in society. There are many circular 

opportunities that are yet to be explored, but opportunities exist to generate the collaboration 

and funding necessary to increase concept awareness, strengthen existing experiments, and 

inspire new innovative solutions. Collaborative and cooperative strategies reduce the initial 

individual costs and risks associated with CE investment, while support from state agencies 

will add new legitimacy to the efforts of CE entrepreneurs and socialise some of the costs. 

Experimenting collectively with collaboration and new institutional configurations will also 

help to dislodge prevailing mainstream logics of private ownership, further supporting 

collaboration and undercutting privatised, over-consumptive practices of self-interest that 

create many environmental problems in the first instance. Compulsion in the form of 

legislation and levies can assist, without diverting energy from the social enterprise of CE 

experimenters. In this sense, we are less witnessing a ‘stuck’ transition as one that requires 
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collective intervention to release some of its potential. A comprehensive waste management 

strategy, commitments to product stewardship regimes, and investment in public education 

would all help to realise such potential. 
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7. Conclusion 
 Introduction  

The primary aim of this research was to trace the rise of CE activity and consider the extent 

to which it is promoting environmental-ethics in NZ business. I examined the interest in 

alternative economies by using contributions from the economisation literature to examine 

how a set of diverse CE experiments in diverse economic fields were performing the 

marketisation of waste associated activities. Chapter Six argued that the enactment of these 

practices through a set of distinctive business models has been inspired by new 

understandings of environmental change and related ethics. The cases challenge mainstream 

economic logic across various realms, and highlight the potential of CBMs to harmonise 

environmental-ethics with economic success. These engagements are not only making new 

waste markets, but a range of other markets defined by environmental standards in what is an 

expanding circular economy. The thesis argues that while there are no measures of the size of 

this economy, the economisation of waste is supporting multiple new businesses and yielding 

gains in the sustainability of NZ’s economy and environment.  

While unable to measure these gains, the thesis does document the diversity of experiments, 

the market making practices in play and the way that these experiments are proliferating 

alternative ways of doing economy that challenge business as usual. Perhaps the most 

significant contribution of the work is to highlight experimentation as a way of enacting 

transitions towards sustainability. The findings confirm the observations of Carolan (2013) 

and Lewis and colleagues (2016), as well as key authors in the sustainability transitions 

literature (Bulkeley et al. 2016; Sengers et al. 2016), that experimentation provides for an 

open-ended, wild, unscripted and emergent form of enacting change. In this work, I have 

concentrated on the experiments of environmentally focused social entrepreneurs who are 

seeking to generate environmental gains by building markets and their constituencies. This 

approach to thinking and doing economy differently is resulting in a new circular economy 

and challenges to mainstream ways of organising economy in New Zealand, irrespective of 

the durability of the enterprises themselves or any possible backsliding in commitments. The 

work of the entrepreneurs involved is making a difference.  
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The final chapter of this thesis revisits the three research objectives presented in Chapter One 

of this study and reflects the key findings. It then builds these findings to reveal on the 

political contributions of the study, in particular, how the experiments are changing the 

economic landscape for future practices and relations.    

 Summary of findings  

Research Objective 1: Identify, document and interpret the market making activity at work in 
the emergence of new circular economies  

This research traced the developing CE as a set of diverse bottom-up experiments in 

alternative economic organisation within the NZ context, focusing attention on a number of 

specific firm-level experiments. Chapters Five and Six observed the work of multiple case 

studies and acknowledged the existence of others to assert that the CE is alive, diverse and 

emerging through a range of industries. The studied experiments perform circularity through 

diverse forms of business models and strategies to ‘slow’ or ‘close’ the material loop. While 

this research hasn’t captured all examples of CE in NZ, it has captured a group of actors all 

pursuing different circular strategies. The studied experiments are progressing through 

ongoing efforts of experimentation, narrated through internal expansion of product ranges, 

host retailers and the development of product stewardship schemes. The existence of 

diversity implies opportunity for the ongoing development or expansion of future CE 

experiments to emerge through a range of industries and markets.   

The studied CBMs are set in narratives of environmental ethics and each case makes a strong 

point of selling their back story as part of their organisational purpose, identity and marketing 

strategy. This particular form of ethical entrepreneurialism is reshaping practices and 

relations to realise an economy where considerations of waste are internalised. Some 

examples will fail, but alongside those that endure, they leave a trace of the will to do things 

differently and the possibility of doing so. New relations among consumers, suppliers, 

investors and regulators are being forged to develop new typologies of processes, design 

structures and recovery technologies. These new assemblages of market relations create the 

necessary conditions to transform waste into new calculable commodities for exchange. The 

emerging experimental products have the power to challenge mainstream economic logic 

throughout different industries and contexts. The cases showcase this through experiments 

that initiate incremental changes in the way we produce, consume and dispose. Moreover, 

efforts to rethink economy through ‘slowing’ or ‘closing’ material loops represents increased 
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efficiency at multiple levels of the value chain, proving the potential of CBMs to decrease 

internal economic and environmental costs associated with development. The diverse number 

experiments suggests CE experiments are proliferating and taking hold in people’s 

imagination. 

The different experiments confirm that circular economy markets for extracting ‘waste’ are 

relational and emerging. Each founding narrative represents an ethical sociotechnical 

response to a particular relational context. The emerging CE is a product of multiple 

historical and locally specific cultures of knowledge, valuation and opportunities for 

innovative exchange. The ethical commitments of driving the different experiments are 

establishing a real economy embedded in the concrete social demands, environmental 

relations and sociotechnical arrangements that realign the priorities of corporations, 

consumers, community actors, and non-human agents around new responsibilities. These 

factors are in the process of being made. Assembling circular economies is a challenge, 

making them succeed will require ongoing work and investments from multiple levels of 

society.   

Research Objective 2:  Situate the economisation of waste eliminating activities within wider 
sustainability commitments   

The circular community is embed within the broader sustainable development movement. 

The cases highlight the emergence of new generation of producers and consumers entangled 

within politics of ethical, environmental sustainability. The studied CBMs offer a platform to 

overcome tensions between ecology and economy by establishing new sustainable 

interactions between social and environmental values within production. Further, various CE 

experiments are not confined to innovation in one product area, but are stimulating corporate 

creativity, promoting sustainability and enacting a wider process of transition in non-aligned 

fields (e.g. conservation, ethical procurement). In these cases, the CE markets being made are 

producing value outside the profit paradigm, through ongoing experimentation to recycle 

portions of their capital back into further experimentation as well as circulating different 

values around the CE community that they are helping to create, thereby performing 

sustainability in wider settings.   

These examples challenge mainstream logic that disregards social and environmental value in 

the pursuit of individual profit. CE experiments have opened up new markets that promote 

more sustainable forms of livelihood, prosperity and economic value as a platform to guide 
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reshape social norms. They further highlight the diverse possibilities for risk management 

(reputational risk and raw material volatility), cost savings, job creation and revenue growth. 

Thus the CE demonstrates that ethical commitments and actions do not have to be 

positioned in opposition to economic success and entrepreneurialism.  

Research objective three: Uncover the challenges or tensions hindering widespread 

engagement in circular economy thinking or application. 

While the number and diversity of practical experiments suggests a trajectory with some 

momentum, the CE movement has not of course displaced mainstream economic discourse to 

reshape conventional ways of operating. As a pathway to better future, CE faces a set of 

systematic social and economic challenges. Circular economies are hard to achieve, their 

assembly requires collective and cooperative engagement at a range of hierarchical levels. 

Prevailing social constructions of how economy ‘should’ operate limit actor participation is a 

systematic deterrent. Moving beyond these societal barriers requires a cooperative, long-term 

focus to foster new ideologies, innovations and relations to reshape well-established, 

consumption patterns and norms. In the meantime, each new experiment represents a 

proliferation of diverse economy – even if one enterprise fails for each new one conceived.  

The brute market force of economies of business models centred on economies of scale and 

fast moving consumer goods occupies mainstream markets and erects price, access, and 

exposure barriers to CE experimentation. New experiments almost invariably face the 

challenge of selling at prices higher than their conventional counterparts. CE is positioned as 

niche and elite, and experimenters must overcome the challenge of setting up in markets 

where they reach a minority of consumers. While they internalise their environmental costs, 

mainstream, large volume operators typically do not. However, they compete on different 

terrain, and increasingly on grounds that do not reduce to price in the here and now. Their 

ethical commitments and business models are based on the view that externalising 

environmental costs cannot continue, that they have a responsibility to create their markets by 

demonstrating this point, and that every new consumer who grasps it is a new consumer for 

them. They are in the business of social change, and they are part of a wider movement. They 

sense opportunities to develop what they are doing in new and novel directions, and 

opportunities to draw social institutions and state agencies in behind them by building the 

collaboration and sourcing the funding necessary to support CE infrastructure. 
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 A new politics of transition and opportunities to engage in it 

The thesis contributes to the growing body of academia interested in alternative economies, 

from the community and diverse economy projects (Roelvink et al. 2017, Gibson-Graham et 

al. 2013) to the sustainability transitions tradition (Sengers et al. 2016, Bulkeley et al. 2016) 

and the Biological Economies group in NZ Pawson and Team 2018, Le Heron et al. 2016, 

Lewis et al. 2013). I rearticulate the argument of Longhurst et al. (2016) that society needs to 

shift away from the unsustainable mainstream model economy towards a trajectory that 

encourages sustainability transitions. This thesis is the first study of CE in NZ across sectors, 

explored through marketisation terms. Yet the research is positioned in a space where people 

are combining academic interest in alternative economic discourse with mainstream business 

practices and sustainability transitions. Here agencies such as SBN are operating to build new 

markets with widespread corporate and state support. The rise of interest in corporate social 

responsibility and social enterprise, and indigenous social enterprise (Grant 2017; Douglas 

2015; de Bruin and Read 2018; Mika et al. 2019) promises new alliances between academic 

and business worlds to push transitions further. On-going research has the promise of making 

academics increasingly part of the collective experimentation that might make a difference, 

especially in seeing CE continue to transform mainstream markets as well as offer diverse 

alternatives.  

In Section 6.5, I argued that the CE was currently in a ‘stuck’ transition. Upon reflection, it is 

likely we are less witnessing a ‘stuck’ transition and more an on-going movement of 

experimentation that continues to gain collective momentum. Keeping a long-term temporal 

horizon open in this way is something more promising that a pre-established trajectory 

becoming stuck. This research often refers to the new generation of ethical entrepreneurs. 

This research does not necessarily celebrate their existence per se, but it does recognise that 

there is an inter-generational change which registers the potential of commitments made by 

excited entrepreneurs to reshape markets and collectively produce a new CE.  

NZs CE is an unfolding economy. It offers fertile ground for rethinking and aspiring 

economic change, even if a CE driven national development is far from fully realised. The 

studied experiments represent sites and moments of change towards the sustainability of NZ’s 

economy and environment (see Le Heron 2009). The CE is creating new sets of investors, 

consumers and supply chain relations and these actors are using entrepreneurialism to live 

their ethics — at least in terms of where this is accessible. New links are being (re)made 
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between contexts, relationships and landscapes through the search for new forms of value. It 

is important to continue enactive research in, and experimenting with innovation in 

alternative economies. An ongoing proliferation of CE experiments promises to accelerate the 

transition to this particular sustainability trajectory.  

The case studies point to the importance of collective engagement and building a supportive 

community of consumers and producers that is cooperative rather than competitive. As has 

been exemplified by the efforts from SBN, collective approaches can emerge from 

cooperative market relations. NZ needs to allow associations of collective CE firms to 

flourish, through networks such as SBN, increased support from state agencies, or new 

partnerships across private-public divides where the policy is to build sustainable and green 

economies. Any engagement with the state is likely to increase the legitimacy of CE action, 

foster engagement and socialise portions of the cost. Promoting the economic viability of CE 

initiatives as well as its environmental commitments will encourage engagement with new 

generations of entrepreneurs.   

There remains a sense of social privilege and economic naivety associated with CE – niche 

markets and privileged consumers pursuing their environmental utopias. CE principles and 

practices are far from being firmly embedded within NZ society. For many alternative 

economy advocates, the entrepreneurial drive that places profit alongside people and planet is 

difficult to stomach. For more radical critics, small-scale interventions will not shift the 

course of planetary futures – social or environmental. The experiments studied in this thesis 

do not challenge the underlying profit motive of mainstream enterprises, which sustains 

unsustainable economies and the continued externalisation of environmental costs and poor 

environmental practices. Others have asked what happens if and when large-scale industrial 

actors come to dominate circular activity if market forces – will the ethical commitments 

survive. However, the more hopeful approach taken in this work is that all experiments with 

alternatives make a difference, and each new one represents a proliferation of those already in 

place; and that the new generation entrepreneurialism with CE is one site among many from 

which such experiments can legitimately be launched to make a difference. Only by 

experimenting will we experience transitions of any sort.   

As a final reflection, the CE initiatives presented in is the research represent only a small 

sample of the experiments being launched in NZs alternative economy. One of the challenges 

is to identify the full range of CE experiments, particularly given the fast moving nature of 



  

123 

 

the CE movement. A major contribution of this thesis is the understanding that CE 

experimentation is ongoing, as such, we need to design ongoing research programs to fully 

capture the market making activity at work. If this research only publicises the existence and 

vitality of the experiments in CE it will be a contribution in normalising them, making them 

more resilient, and staving off challenges from industrial scale activities.  
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8. Appendices  
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School of Environment  

The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 
New Zealand 

Email: environment@auckland.ac.nz  
Website: www.env.auckland.ac.nz  

 
Participant Information Sheet  
   
Project Title: Rethinking economy for progressive difference 
Harriet Callard 
Candidate for Masters of Science in Environmental Management 
School of Environment 
Faculty of Science  
University of Auckland  
 
My name is Harriet Callard and I am a post-graduate student enrolled at the University of 
Auckland and as part of my degree, I am carrying out a research project leading to a Master’s 
thesis. I would like to invite you to participate in this project to share your experiences and 
expertise in developing circular processing chains in your given industry.  
 
THE RESEARCH PROJECT  
This thesis will look at the emerging interest in experimenting with circular economies and 
their ability to offer a new, potentially transformative vision of conventional economies. The 
project aims to examine the innovative ways in which organisations are maximizing the value 
of resources by viewing waste as an opportunity to be repurposed into new materials and 
evaluate the transformational potential of these experiments. The research will involve 
investigating the developments of circular reprocessing supply chains and how these 
experiments have transitioned into the market.  
 
INTERVIEW REQUEST  
I would like to interview you about the innovations along your supply chain that enable you 
to repurpose waste into new materials. I am interested in learning about the different 
motivations and approaches that lie behind the transition to a circular economy, any barriers 
encountered in the process of achieving this vision and how you are demonstrating this to the 
market. This research will provide insight into the economic and environmental potential of 
circular economy enterprises.  

The interview will take approximately one hour and will follow a semi-structured format. The 
exact time, date and location for your interview will be decided based on what is convenient 
for you. I will take notes during the interview and if given your consent, the interview will be 
audio-recorded. You may request to review your interview transcript and/or to receive a copy 
of the recording up to one month after the interview.  

With your agreement, I would also like to approach members of your staff and request that 
they participate in this research. However, to conduct this research, I must first have your 
assurance in writing that the decision of your staff to participate or not in this research will 
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not affect their relationship with you or their employment status. This assurance can be given 
by signing the attached Consent Form.   

THE OUTCOME 
The data collected during this research project will be used to complete master’s thesis 
research and for the production of the thesis. Data and information will be used in seminar 
presentations undertaken as part of or related to the MSc program of study. Data may also be 
used in publications or presentations arising from this thesis.  

A PDF copy of the thesis will be made available to participants if they choose to receive a 
copy. An electronic copy of the thesis will be available from the University of Auckland 
Library http://www.library.auckland.ac.nz/ upon completion. A summary version of the 

master’s thesis will also be made available to research participants if they prefer.  

CONFIDENTIALITY 
The information collected about participants will be kept confidential. Personal information 
about participants will be excluded from academic publications and presentations arising 
from this research and every possible effort will be made to ensure the identity of participants 
remains anonymous. With your approval, a generic position job descriptor and organisation 
name will be used. Although names will not be used in my research, the use of a generic 
position descriptor may mean that individuals became identifiable. If you prefer, a 
pseudonym will be used for all publications. These options can be chosen in the attached 
consent form. 
 
DATA STORAGE 
The data collected during this research project will be kept in storage in a locked cabinet at 
the University of Auckland for six years and will then be destroyed. In the case of electronic 
data such as digital photographs and emails, data will initially be safeguarded by passwords 
and the deleted from all computerised storage spaces and hard drives after six years. 
Transcripts and other hard copies of data will be shredded after six years. Consent forms will 
be kept separate from data in a locked cabinet on University premises and kept for six years 
before being destroyed. 

This Participant Information Sheet provides you with information that enables you to make 
an informed decision about whether or not you wish to participate in this research. It is 

recommended that you keep a copy of this document for future reference. 

THE RIGHT TO WITHDRAW 
You have the right to withdraw from the research at any time. Furthermore, you have the 
right to withdraw your data from the research within a one month period after the interview.If 
you have any questions or concerns about this study, please feel free to contact me (the 
researcher) or my supervisor at any time. Important contact details are provided overleaf. 
 
Thank you, 
Harriet Callard 
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Researcher  
Harriet Callard 
+6427 779 9088 
harrietmcallard@gmail.com 
 
 

Main Supervisor 
Professor Nicolas Lewis 
Science Centre 
23 Symonds Street  
Auckland, New Zealand 
+649 923 8214 
n.lewis@auckland.ac.nz 

Head of Department  
Professor Paul Kench 
Human Science Building 
20 Symonds Street 
Auckland, New Zealand 
+649 373 7599 
Ext. 88440 
p.kench@auckland.ac.nz 
 

 
 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 
ETHICS COMMITTEE ON   
1/06/2018 for (3) years, Reference Number 020966  
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The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 

Auckland 
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Email: environment@auckland.ac.nz  
Website: www.env.auckland.ac.nz  

Consent Form  
 
THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS  
Project Title: Rethinking economy for progressive difference 
Supervisor Name: Nicolas Lewis  
Student Researcher: Harriet Callard  
 
My role in the research:  
 

o I have read the Participant Information Sheet, have understood the nature of the 

research and why I have been approached by the researcher. I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

o I agree to take part in the research. 

o I understand my interview will take approximately 1 hour to complete.  

o I give assurance that participation or non-participation by my staff will have no 

impact on their position within the company.  

o I agree/ do not agree to have the interview audio recorded.  

o I would/ would not like to receive a copy of my interview transcript.  

o I would/ would not like to receive a copy of the recording 

o I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation at any time and for any 

reason, and to withdraw any data traceable to me within a period of three weeks after 

the interview date.  

o I consent/ do not consent to my organisations name being used in the research. I 

understand that individual participation of myself and my staff will remain 

confidential.  

o I consent/ do not consent to my job title being used in the research.   

o I understand that if the information provided in the interview is reported or published, 

it will be done so in a way that does not identify me as its source. However, I am 

aware that other community/organisation members might be able to identify me as a 

source due to my position in the organisation.  
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o I understand that the data obtained will be used by the researcher to complete her 

Master’s thesis and may also be used in others publications and presentations.  

o I would/ would not like to receive a summary of the thesis findings  

o I understand that all data will be stored securely for 6 years, after which time it will be 

destroyed.  

 
 

 
Name _________________________ Signature ____________________________Date 
______________ 
 
 
Please write your email address below if you wish to receive a copy of the interview 
transcript and/or summary of the thesis findings:  

 
 

 

Email address:  ____________________________________________ 
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