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THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY, 
CREATING NEW VALUE 

WHITE PAPER

What’s in this white paper for you? 

The circular economy is much discussed and many events, 

workshops and master classes are devoted to it, yet we constantly 

receive feedback suggesting that many people still find it too 

theoretical a concept that is all too rarely translated into specific 

practical measures.  One of the most frequently cited reasons 

is that not everyone in the organisation is on the same track. In 

addition, the clamour surrounding the following questions is steadily 

mounting: “What benefits can the circular economy actually bring 

our company, and preferably in the near future? What do we stand 

to gain and what are the risks involved?”.   

The purpose of this white paper is to help provide some answers 

to these questions. Of course, the situation in every company is 

different, so there is no ‘one-size-fits all’ approach. In recent years, 

we have helped dozens of businesses take small steps or large 

strides towards implementing the circular economy. We bring 

together the experience and insights we have accumulated in 

these real-life cases and link them to the standard for the circular 

economy published earlier this year (BS 8001: 2017). This standard 

was developed with broad support from stakeholders and leading 

companies in the domain and thus serves as a good basis on which 

to add our key insights. 

Section one sets out the compelling 

reasons for making the transition 

to a circular economy and outlines 

the benefits for organisations that 

manage their business activities with 

circularity in mind. 

Section two expounds the basic 

principles of the circular economy.

The last two sections describe a 

framework and kind of support and 

guidance needed to enable your 

organisation to make further specific 

progress. 
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This document focuses on converting the principles behind 

the theoretical circular economy into practice in a corporate 

context. Concrete cases and examples can be found in the boxed 

text throughout the white paper. Although our target group is 

manufacturing companies, other product and service providers 

from the technology industry may also find this document of 

interest.

In short, all businesses that start to embrace circular   

entrepreneurship can find useful starting points, tips and inspiration 

in it.

Business cases and practical examples:

p 7: BSH

p 12: Verimpex

p 13: Barco

p 18: SEB

p 20: Nike

p 21: Baby Bottle Reborn (project)

p 23: Laser Cladding Venture

p 24: AW Europe

p 29: ETAP

p 31: NNOF

p 39: Worldline
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THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY 
IS WORTH CONSIDERING

Why the need for a new approach?

The present-day economic model is coming under increasing pres-

sure, for one very simple reason. We live on a finite planet and strive 

to achieve a growing economy. Emerging countries are seeing rap-

id growth in their middle classes, and this is steadily pushing up 

demand for raw materials. At the same time, the world’s population 

is continuing to grow, increasing the need to ensure our prosperity 

in some other way. Over the past 40 years, the extraction of raw ma-

terials around the world has quadrupled. The fact that these natural 

resources are unevenly spread across the planet poses an addi-

tional threat to security of supply.

relative decoupling
economic growth with
increased resource use
(at a slower rate)

economic activity

resource use

decoupled
resource use

future

absolute decoupling
economic growth with
decrease resource use
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So the key question is this: «How can we, as a company, generate 

continuous profi ts without exhausting the fi nite supply of available 

raw materials?». The only way to do this is to uncouple economic 

growth from our consumption of natural resources.

Consequently, without increasing their amount of used materials, 

businesses need to fi nd products and activities that generate reve-

nue.This is a tricky challenge, though one that ought to be managea-

ble, given the right triggers.    

Where are the keys to a breakthrough? 
The future availability of resources depends on our patterns and vol-

umes of use today. Our present patterns of use need to change rad-

ically if we want to bring current consumption back within the limits 

of what our planet can endure. To this end we have already devised 

numerous technological solutions. But can technology prompt a turn-

around all by itself?  

bottle weight reduced by 50% over 40 years consumption up by 500% over 40 years 

Eco-impact 
material 
consumption

Technological System behaviour

Material 
origin 
(impact/kg) = X X

X

Quantity/
Product 
(kg/product) 

Consumption/
Person 
(kg/pers) Number 

of persons 
(pers) 
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And when we bring products’ 

end-of-life phase, collection and 

recycling rates and recycling ef-

fi ciency into the equation along-

side consumption, the need to 

take action becomes even more 

pressing. As things stand, very 

large quantities of valuable raw 

materials are being lost. 

Eco-impact is determined by both technological and non-techno-

logical factors. The non-technological factors have to do with con-

sumer behaviour, demographic developments, ease of use and the 

lack of short-term feedback on the environmental cost of patterns 

of consumption, and usually their impact is far greater than that of 

technological improvements. So relying exclusively on technologi-

cal improvements and neglecting behavioural changes will not al-

leviate the pressure on materials and their availability. The fi gure 

above shows us that the impact of technological advances is surely 

necessary and positive, but in the long run it will be insuffi  cient, as it 

is many times smaller than that of demographic factors and system 

behaviour. 

 

1% 13% 15%

Collection rate for smartphones
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This highlights the need to change the system and alter people’s be-

haviour. Considering this fact from an economic viewpoint, especially 

from the perspective of the manufacturing industry, we arrive at the fol-

lowing question: “How can a manufacturing company earn money if 

such a behavioural change takes place?” 

In other words, we need to seek solutions for generating more value 

using the same amount of natural resources and materials. 

This is precisely where the circular economy can make a major contri-

bution to the change transition that needs to take place. The circular 

economy combines many long-standing concepts of open- and closed-

loop recycling, from repairing or reusing to remanufacturing to product 

service systems. In addition, the question as to which technologies we 

can develop or use to support the necessary transformation are be-

coming increasingly prominent. So we can ask the following question: 

“Which technologies support behavioural change?”. 

ALUMINIUM: THE RECYCLING PHENOMENON

A TRULY EUROPEAN BUSINESS 

One of the most important characteristics of 
the sector is the entrepreneurial nature of 
the businesses within it. It is rightly assumed 
that economic growth is driven by ambitious 
and imaginative SMEs and family-owned 
businesses building their companies and 
employing increasing numbers of people.

These engines of prosperity make up the 
majority of aluminium recyclers. It takes place 
right across Europe, frequently in companies 
which are the heart-beat of their local 
communities. It is this spirit of a passionate 

commitment to sustainable commercial 
operations that is one of the distinguishing 
features of the industry.

Europe’s recycling rates are impressive. 90% 
of the aluminium used in the construction and 
automotive sectors, and about 60% of that used 
in packaging is recycled. Despite such a strong 
record, the amount of aluminium collected 
and sorted needs to be increased. Growing 
demand for scrap makes it challenging for the 
European industry to access this valuable  
raw material. 

Source:  European Aluminium statistics 2013 data

Europe 

N. America

China

L. America

 Middle East

Total

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

Recycling production per capita (kg/pers)

Europe is number 1 in recyclingThe Aluminium 
Effect
In Europe aluminium enjoys  
high recycling rates:

Packaging 

Construction  
and automotive90%

60%

10

Recycling rate of 60% for aluminium packaging waste means that after use, 600 kg out of every tonne 

of this waste is available for reuse. After two cycles of use, 360 kg are left over, and after just fi ve cycles 

a mere 78 kg remain in circulation.   

“How can a manufacturing 

company earn money if such 

a behavioural change takes 

place?”

“Which technologies support 

behavioural change?”
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Technological platforms enable the efficient or-

ganisation of repair-related and remanufactur-

ing activities.  

BSH - comprising the Bosch, Siemens, Neff, 

Gaggenau and Constructa brands - deploys 

such an IT platform, called Tradeplace, to share 

data with privileged partners. This way, depend-

ing on their needs and level of authorisation, 

certified professionals - technicians, respon-

sible for repair and maintenance - can consult 

wiring diagrams, blueprints and instructions for carrying out repairs.   

This simple concept illustrates how data management can be organised efficiently. It also provides sup-

port for the flexible growth of service activities.  

The circular economy as our new umbrella? 
A circular economy aims to keep materials in continuous use. In 

this connection, we can distinguish between two types of cycle. In 

the natural cycle, biological nutrients, such as crops, are used until 

they biodegrade into compost or manure, either spontaneously or 

through human intervention, and thus return to nature. In the tech-

nical cycle, which has to do with metal alloys and polymers, for ex-

ample, materials are either manufactured in such a way that they 

can easily be reused using the least possible amount of energy or 

they are produced from renewable resources. In addition, materials’ 

functionality is maintained at as high a level as possible for as long 

as possible.  The system is thus ‘regenerative’, both environmentally 

and economically.
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From a corporate perspective, the circular economy refers to a sys-

temic approach that impacts on product design, production process-

es, products and services themselves as well as on business mod-

els, with resources being managed more efficiently. This results in a 

more circular material flow, with products being used for as long as 

possible, thereby ultimately reducing waste.
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The BS 8001: 2017 standard mentions the relationship between the 

circular economy and other trends and approaches that pursue the 

same sustainable objectives. In this connection, the blue economy, 

the performance economy, biomimicry, natural capitalism, industri-

al symbiosis, a cradle-to-cradle approach and regenerative design 

are highlighted as valuable lines of thought to tie in with the circular 

economy. The strategies of a company that is focused on the effi-

cient use of raw materials, zero waste, the bioeconomy or lean think-

ing can also constitute stepping stones within this process.

The interplay between several best practices and management prin-

ciples already adhered to by a wide range of companies can serve 

as a starting point. It is very valuable to explicitly highlight such inter-

dependence, as this can help businesses that have already opted 

for change and are working towards a more sustainable and resilient 

business model to see where their approach needs to be fine-tuned 

or adjusted. We recommend focusing any action taken and defining 

additional goals to further transform existing practice without losing 

the benefits of existing best practices. Businesses are encouraged 

to build on processes that have proved their usefulness and thus 

become part of the circular economy. So there is no ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 

way to embrace the values of the circular economy and take the first 

steps.  

Finally, it is important to develop clear, common language to use 

within your company and with stakeholders to describe shared 

goals. Using the same language (i.e. terminology) is also essential 

if you are intent on further aligning roles and responsibilities within 

the cooperating organisations. This is undoubtedly one of the great 

achievements of the BS 8001 standard.
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Indirect benefits
The indirect benefits are known and recognised as being impor-

tant. Nobody will object to creating a better world, but these bene-

fits’ short-term lack of leverage at the micro level means that busi-

ness practices only change very slowly. 

Forward-looking businesses have a vision and goal, namely to 

improve the world in which they operate. There are also indirect 

image-related benefits, since such companies become more at-

tractive as employers and trading partners. In a world of growing 

cooperation and in the continuing quest for motivated employees, 

for many organisations this is already one reason to practise circular 

entrepreneurship.     

One example is the modular flooring company Interface, which is 

now striving to take measures to reduce its waste and CO2 emis-

sions. 

Source: Greenbiz - Interface 1994 , 2020 and beyond 2020-goals

1

Beyond 2020
#2 IT IS ABOUT CREATING SUSTAINABLE VALUES

1994

Now - 2020

Beyond 2020

Smokestacks Take Make Waste Disconnected Supply ChainPetroleum Intensive Products

Factories to Zero Recycled closed loop materials Sustainable supply chainLow carbon products

Factories as Forests Products from dispersed materials Supply chain that benefits all lifeProducts that sequester carbon
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Direct benefits
The direct benefits tend to receive more attention and are spot-

lighted as driving forces for change or incentives to take action. The 

BS 8001 standard lists four major potential benefits at this level:

First and foremost, there is an opportunity to lower the net costs of 

producing, procuring and using products and services. One exam-

ple is that disassembling and repurposing by remanufacturing can 

create value at a lower cost than manufacturing a new product from 

scratch. There is also a second-hand market for all products with a 

certain value. Manufacturers who exploit this generate extra reve-

nue and gain additional information about product use, wear and 

tear, and so on, which they can usefully input into their own product 

design.     

Source: Remanufacturing Roadmap Zuid Nederland – Mare Advies 
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For 30 years already, Verimpex has produced and sold doormats 

designed for intensive use, made of discarded aircraft tyres. They 

come at the very end of the airline tyre value chain. After being 

used on aircraft (with their tread renewed up to seven times), tyres 

can be given a diff erent tread for reuse for a less critical applica-

tion, such as for vehicles used on building sites. But before their 

fi nal disposal, Verimpex can still put these used tyres to good use 

in its TireGuard® fl oor mats. The high-tech textile woven into the 

tyres, to give them tremendous strength, is particularly valuable for 

this application. 

Based on our experience in the manufacturing industry, we should 

add that the additional value of by-products and bypass fl ows of ex-

isting production processes is rarely the main driver for pushing up 

value. However, this can be a good starting point for exploring the 

potential of the circular economy, especially if you can play a role in 

the value chain of a waste stream.

 

Of course, new sources and ideas for innovation and design  can 

also generate fresh returns, a few examples being creating new 

types of services, exploiting sidestreams or by-products and fi nding 

new markets for used products. 

The associated risks, such as cannibalisation of the market, also 

give rise to a nuanced picture. On the other hand, this is anoth-

er trigger for action under the motto ‘Disrupt and cannibalise your 

business, before someone else does’. 
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Pioneers like Barco emphasise the driving 

force that the circular economy can be with 

respect to product and service innovation.

“The circular economy is the ultimate stimulus for 

innovation, ensuring totally out-of-the-box think-

ing. One of its great added values is that our cus-

tomers end up fully assured about the service 

provided or the purpose served by a product. 

It forces manufacturers to take more responsibility, which necessitates investment, and may have im-

plications for a solution’s cost model. On the other hand, however, in the long term these investments 

strengthen the ties with the customer and boost our competitive position in the marketplace”, says Eco 

Offi  cer Jan Daem. 

Retrofi t: to install new or modifi ed parts of equipment 
in something previously manufactured or constructed 
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The figure, based on the BS 8001, shows how the focus shifts from 

selling a product to a service: the smaller the circle, the greater the 

value. This evolution demands a change in attitude towards the cus-

tomer, which means another business model is required. A new kind 

of relation, closer to the customer needs to be built up, to be able to 

offer him a better service. 

Hence, the improved customer relations are inherent in the prin-

ciples of the circular economy (the shift from selling a product to 

fulfilling a function) and bring additional services within reach. The 

closer you are to customers, the more opportunities will arise for 

reverse logistics, data acquisition, brand awareness and so on. One 

by one, useful (if new), innovative services are explored. As Barco 

attests in an interview with Agoria, it is clear that these improved 

customer relations create added value for both the customer and 

the manufacturing company, for example through energy efficiency 

and performance upgrades on installed products.
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Finally, organisations can also benefit from improved resilience. 

Whenever critical materials or other basic commodities with vola-

tile prices can be replaced by regenerated products, biogas-based 

materials, etc., this can enhance a company’s resilience. In practice, 

this is often only a long-term effect, so does not constitute a main 

driving force in the first stages of the transition process.   

The strength of the innermost circle
The circular economy can directly and indirectly generate value. 

This makes it the reverse of the linear economy, which strives to 

adopt a ‘take, make and throw away’ approach to closed cycles, in 

a bid to extract value. It can be achieved by exploring the following 

facets: 

• �eliminating waste, among other things by redesigning compo-

nents or products with a view to repurposing them and recycling 

the highest-quality materials when products are scrapped;

• �focusing on durable products by developing products to be re-

paired, maintained and reused, since offering new or additional 

products or services can tap into new sources of revenue;

• �product service design and new business models as mutually 

enhancing strategies within a transition to a circular economy. By 

selling a product as a service, more value is extracted from the 

same quantity of material. This gain in material productivity can 

greatly reduce environmental impact. The required collection of 

data (on product usage, user profiles, condition monitoring, etc.) is 

a lever for additional services and closer customer relations. 
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So the value is close to the user. The aim is to achieve optimal func-

tionality using the fewest possible raw materials. Business models 

are the best tool for prompting behavioural changes in consumers. 

This makes it essential to invest in a renewed relationship with prod-

uct users, to enable a new or additional business model to unlock 

this value. The right triggers will enable your business to generate 

stable revenue with these adapted business models.  

The lever for this change therefore lies in corporate strategy. 

Exploring new business models and/or designing products with a 

view to sharing or even repairing them are decisions that ultimately 

have to fi t within your business strategy.    
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HOW DOES THE CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY DELIVERS VALUE?

Gaining insight into the basic principles of the circular economy is 

fundamental to making progress. This way you can ask the right 

questions and gain a comprehensive overview.  

The main principles set out 

in BS 8001: 2017 are shown 

in the adjacent image. The 

purpose of this section is to 

serve as a brief introduction 

to these principles and their 

mutual interaction. You prob-

ably recognise best business 

practices from other lines of 

thinking and management 

systems that focus on quali-

ty, environmental impact and similar factors. We describe the princi-

ples as published in the first standard on the circular economy and 

cite examples and practices derived from our experience in industry.  

Systems thinking  
Businesses are active within a network. This is a familiar concept 

from the viewpoint of the supply chain. Yet other influences also 

impact on a company’s ecological and economic performance. Par-

ticular attention should be paid in this context to potential interde-

pendencies.  In addition to key actors and other stakeholders, the 

business landscape is also influenced by external factors (policy 

constraints, technological changes, consumer behaviour, etc.). Less 

Principle: “Organisations 

take a holistic approach to 

understand how individual 

decisions and activities 

interact within the wider 

system.”
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SEB conducted an experiment with a pay-per-use model for a range of house-

hold appliances, under the name Eurêcook. The project was not only innovative 

in terms of its business model, but also produced more systemically expected 

and unexpected eff ects, such as impact on product design, re-packaging activ-

ities, logistics, and so on.     

SEB also focuses on the repairability of its appliances and is committed to ensur-

ing the availability of components for a post-sale period of 10 years. Its products 

are designed from the outset to be easy to dismantle and reassemble. 

obvious is the impact of levers and (positive and negative) feed-

back, (formal and informal) interpersonal relations and systemic in-

terventions (innovations in products and services, access to new 

data, etc.). Systems do not always behave as expected, and actions 

taken can have all kinds of consequences. Systems thinking can 

help organisations manage and change complexity as well as gain 

insight into potential consequences of long-term decisions and ac-

tivities.  
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Innovation 
Innovation can be the fruit of research and development, but can 

also stem from intelligent design or progressive partnerships. In-

novation is fundamentally important for making the transition to a 

more circular approach. Circularity demands a totally fresh outlook 

regarding consumption and production, meaning that current busi-

ness practices have to be constantly questioned. Technological in-

novation is therefore only part of the innovation activities that need 

to be addressed.

Principle: “Organisations 

continually innovate to create 

business value through the 

sustainable management of 

natural resources and auxiliary 

substances by designing 

processes, products and/or 

services and business models.”
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Stewardship
In this context, ‘stewardship’ represents an organisation’s responsi-

bility for all facets of its decisions and activities. Management should 

take account of the impact of product design, the consequences for 

the supply chain and customer satisfaction right up to the end of the 

product’s life cycle. It must take into consideration both current and 

future economic, environmental and social problems. Stewardship 

has to do with the company’s accountability for its impact within its 

broader system.

Principle: “Organisations 

manage the direct and indirect 

impacts of their decisions and 

activities across their system.”

Nike’s vision - ‘Double our business with half the environmental impact’ - requires focus on innovations, 

with products designed for recycling (such as reversible woven tops ‘mounted’ on recyclable bio-based 

soles, which can be separated when the product is disposed of. In addition, Nike uses disruptive inno-

vation to lower the impact across the supply chain (distribution centres, more transportation by ship, 

etc.)   

(Source: Nike)
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Even small-scale experiments require collaboration with sever-

al stakeholders. Small steps had to be taken in our Baby Bottle 

Reborn project, a collaboration between Materni, UZ Leuven, 

Go4Circle, Fost Plus, Indaver, Van Ganzewinkel, Ovam and Sirris.  

In the meantime, the project aimed at recycling baby feeding bot-

tles from healthcare institutions has continued and further thought 

is being given to expanding collection and recycling activities.  

Collaboration
Owing to the necessary changes entailing more circular methods, 

it seems unlikely that companies can achieve this without collab-

orating. Progressive partnerships between companies (such as 

cross-sectoral cooperation), governments, universities, civil society 

and consumers are essential. The development of both a common 

approach with mutually agreed objectives and mutual trust are the 

building blocks of successful collaboration. The need for clear com-

munication and a shared vision and objective applies to both inter-

nal and external collaboration.  

Principle: “Organisations 

collaborate internally and 

externally through formal and/

or informal arrangements to 

create mutual business value.”
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Value optimisation
Value can be optimised by scaling down costs (e.g. via access to 

cheaper materials, by using less materials or by reducing waste-re-

lated costs), finding new revenue streams (such as supplying addi-

tional products or services) or by lowering quantitative value (such 

as better customer relations or greater resilience). The BS 8001 

standard describes three approaches:

• �Waste and bypass flows can generate value. The standard fo-

cuses on the ‘materials’ aspect, but we see that bypass flows (such 

as energy, heat, etc.) can also be exploited. Attention needs to be 

paid to lowering the impact by adjusting production processes, 

introducing new processes at the end of products’ life cycles and 

using harmless substances

• �Value can stem from resources or from using products for longer 

or in multiple usage cycles. This, too, requires collaborative ef-

forts. 

• �Profitability in terms of space or equipment can also be a lever 

for new value streams. 

In addition to these three approaches, continuously curbing the de-

mand for energy and ensuring more energy-efficient processes and 

products can also maximise value creation. 

Principle: “Organisations keep 

all products, components and 

materials at their highest value 

and utility at all times.”
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Laser Cladding Venture is a company that, among other 

things, substantially upgrades wear parts by applying abra-

sion-resistant coatings to them. This way, its business helps 

to extend the lifespan of the products supplied by their cus-

tomers. 

In the meantime, the company is also looking for high-quality 

applications and thus a way to put its specific waste pow-

ders to good use.   

Companies that are leading the way here 

are pushing back the boundaries of their 

current business activities to see where 

in products’ life cycle they can generate 

added value. After all, it is internal hab-

its and strategic choices, not extrane-

ous constraints, that prevent companies 

from taking the step from selling prod-

ucts to providing services (e.g. offering 

after-sales service, repairs, appliance up-

grades, etc.). Of course, cooperation, in-

novation and the other principles also en-

ter into the reckoning as factors enabling 

companies to tap into these new sources 

of revenue associated with extending the 

life of their products.        
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AW EUROPE is active in the 

large-scale remanufacturing of 

automatic transmissions for most 

makes of car. The company’s 

system is constantly being re-

viewed and further developed. 

AW Europe is not only a subsidiary of a Japanese manufacturer of transmissions, but also maintains 

relations with European car brands, (independent) car repair facilities, logistics partners, sales channels, 

etc. It also needs to cooperate to optimise incoming and outgoing logistics fl ows. At the same time, 

the data and knowledge from inspections, repairs and error analysis need to be put to maximum use 

and harnessed to improve product design. For the future, it would be positive for AW Europe to obtain 

data on product usage as determined by sensors in the transmissions, with a view to making further 

improvements in their design and maintenance. To this end, car manufacturers and AW Europe need to 

explore new system boundaries. 

These examples illustrate the mounting complexity in relationships required by such business activities, 

compared to classic manufacturing and sales. They also illustrate that the principles set out above must 

be viewed as interrelated.

Transparency
Ideally, organisations should be transparent, making information 

available either proactively or on request.  However, this does not 

mean that intellectual property cannot remain protected. But it does 

entail reassessing exchanges of information in line with building up 

mutual trust within internal and external partnerships.

Principle: “Organisations 

are open about decisions 

and activities that aff ect their 

ability to transition to a more 

sustainable and circular mode 

of operation and are willing to 

communicate these in a clear, 

accurate, timely, honest and 

complete manner.”
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Focus on the principle that delivers the quickest results
It is virtually impossible to innovate and exert an impact over a prod-

uct’s entire life cycle without collaborating or thinking about the sys-

tem in which that product will ultimately end its useful life. One could 

argue that the principles of the circular economy constitute such 

an interconnected system. And the complex manner in which they 

influence each other should not hinder the drive to take concrete 

action. After all, the good news is that by focusing on one prin-

ciple within your organisation, other principles will inevitably be 

covered too. Often, new insights and levers are found in intermedi-

ate domains, and gradually the pieces of the puzzle fall into place 

as they are explored.

One thing is certain: no company can build its own ‘circular econ-

omy’ by itself. A system network by definition entails collaboration, 

since under the principle of stewardship the responsibility contin-

ues to lie with your company. Accordingly, the impact of your com-

pany’s achievements is partly due to the activities of other actors in 

the network. Furthermore, the environmental impact exceeds the 

limits of your company. 

. 
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SO HOW DO YOU SET ABOUT 
MAKING THE TRANSITION?  

The main questions to ask here are: How can your organisation 

move forward? Which steps can you take? Which relevant decisions 

do you need to take? How can you get everyone pulling together to 

make sure that you have 

suffi  cient support?  

This section is intend-

ed to serve as a guide 

and framework. As with 

the previous sections, 

our point of departure is 

the BS 8001 standard, to 

which we add our own 

experience in the fi eld. 

Flexible framework
The standard recommends starting by setting the respective organ-

isation’s level of maturity. You may soon notice that there are diff er-

ent, clashing levels of maturity across the various departments and 

categories of products and services, and certainly across people 

and professional roles. The standard suggests some leading ques-

tions to help you get to grips with this murky aspect of the process. 
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The eight core questions asked in the standard can be summa-

rised as follows: 

1. �Do you know how the circular economy might prove relevant for 

your business in the long run?

2. �Do you have a strategic plan that is tailored to the activities of the 

circular economy?

3. �Do you have ideas for circular economy activities and have you 

set priorities for implementing them? 

4. �Have you drawn up feasible test and development plans?

5. �Do you have the specific means to perform those tests?

6. �Do you carry out experiments and run pilot projects to validate 

your ideas and approaches?

7. �Have you already successfully circular products or services into 

your business activities?

8. �Do you have the necessary monitoring procedures and mecha-

nisms to continuously underpin your progress?    

The answers to these questions should lead to the most appropri-

ate starting point in the framework, which consists of eight phases: 

framing, scoping, idea generation, feasibility, business case, deliv-

ery and implementation, piloting and prototyping, monitoring and 

reporting (see also the image above).

A series of activities for each of these phases is described, and ‘gate 

reviews’ are provided to check whether a phase has been properly 

completed. In virtually all the phases, the following important ques-

tion should be asked: “To what extent is the top management’s ap-

proval required in order to move on?” This approach may give the 

impression that a sequential path has to be followed throughout 

the different phases, but that is not always the case. In reality, the 

approach taken is iterative. And yet the core phases afford insights 

into the various aspects that need to be addressed sooner or later.

“To what extent is the top 

management’s approval 

required in order to move on?”
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Our experience with various companies suggests that you can start 

with whatever you deem to be the biggest lever for your business. 

While the impact is greatest with strategic motivation and strategic 

choice, it may be extremely useful to start in other areas of action 

where you have greater authority and freedom. For example, set-

ting up a measurement of the current (environmental) impact, de-

signing a highly efficient product or conducting a small-scale pilot 

test of a complementary business model with a specific customer 

can all help you gain wider support. 

The approach based on the BS 8001 standard is very similar to the 

approach taken by Sirris in the context of European projects (e.g. 

the cycLED project),  Here, a diagram comprising five key questions 

was proposed.     

Explore motivation 

and drivers: What po-

tential value are you 

striving to generate? 

What do you and your 

company consider to 

be important?

Explore the strategy: 

How do you intend to 

approach these values? 

From which product life 

cycle can you cash in 

on this value?

Explore the business model: Which additional or complementary 

business model can you set up to generate this value?

Explore product/service design: Which adjustments to your prod-

uct/service can help to unlock new revenue?   

Explore validation: Which small-scale experiments and measure-

ments can you carry out to indicate where you currently stand? 
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In past projects, lighting company ETAP Verlichting took a number of eco-in-

novative steps, and has since made further progress, based on its experi-

ence with high-quality products or gained by offering extremely long war-

ranty periods. As a result, the company’s product design is now allowing it 

to market highly reliable and maintenance-friendly products. Based on these 

experiences, ETAP is now launching a project-based product and service 

combination for its lighting applications for office environments. 

Actively involved stakeholders are key to making progress.  Their 

participation and insights can be considered essential prerequisites 

for moving forward and taking action at a next stage. Here’s an ex-

ample: launching activities to generate ideas for new products and/

or services will only be successful if internal stakeholders, like R&D, 

sales and marketing departments, among others, are aware of how 

the company can benefit from the circular economy.

The BS 8001 standard suggests starting out (scoping) with the cur-

rent vision and exploring how the circular economy could sustain 

or undermine the company’s value proposition in the long run.  We 

know from experience that there is the threat of a trap here if com-

panies devote too much energy and attention to the risks associat-

ed with the circular economy. Although these risks need to be dealt 

with, Sirris urges companies to start out from the future they want to 

experience, which often imbues discussions with positive energy. At 

a later stage, when small-scale pilot tests are set up, any assump-

tions and risks can be addressed, step by step.     
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We explicitly endorse the importance that the BS standard attributes 

to developing a learning culture and to the fact that both the results 

achieved and the process followed need to be focused. Surely, for 

a project to succeed, the business processes also need to be re-

viewed and the management systems have to evolve along with 

them (regardless of whether or not they are ISO-certifi ed).  

Guidelines for problems and considerations
In addition to the framework for implementing the principles of the 

circular economy, the BS 8001 standard also provides some guide-

lines and considerations. Its impact can be on fi ve levels: economic, 

technical, policy-related/regulatory, behavioural and organisational. 

There are numerous acknowledged problems, and many compa-

nies will easily recognise them, e.g. diffi  culties related to account-

ing, legislation, information management, procurement, etc.

    

  

(Source table: Sirris, based on BS BS8001)
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Is the use of reprocessed goods associated with a tax disadvan-

tage?  NNOF set up a business model based on reusing office 

furniture, in which the customer’s old furniture is viewed as mate-

rial for new office interiors.  An EY study demonstrates that classic 

accounting rules apply here without any adverse consequences. 

Furthermore, there is even a chance of faster tax deductions.    

The table above indicates which business dimensions can affect 

the various corporate activities related to the circular economy. The 

filled-in ‘domains of interaction’ represent both risks and opportu-

nities. Emphasis should be placed on the fact that each company 

should analyse for itself the impact that decision-making or interac-

tions between activities have on its business and value proposition. 

So this table can be adjusted, based on the experience and knowl-

edge you gain as you progress through the phases of the grid.

Practical experience shows that solutions to many of the obstacles 

linked to ‘new’ business models have already been found. Moreo-

ver, often these solutions will have been applied previously, so you 

won’t necessarily have to do any pioneering. However, you may 

have to go looking in other sectors for solutions, which might have 

been conceived with different goals or contexts in mind. In any 

case, this information can form the basis for building and validating 

a solution for your own business.   

Flemish government table renovated with 
black laminate finishing layer and provided with 
socket boxes
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Summary
One thing is clear: for various reasons we need to alter how we deal 

with raw materials. One important insight is that real change that 

impacts on our consumption of natural resources and materials 

must go hand in hand with behavioural change. Business models 

are a great way of also using such behavioural changes to make 

money, using less material but offering the same or even improved 

functionality. But taking smaller steps in product design, waste 

prevention, additional services and so on is another possible 

way of achieving this. 

Gaining an overview of the entire product life cycle and the actors 

who play a role in it makes it easier to find necessary partners. De-

veloping a common language is essential, as it serves as a bridge 

connecting needs and opportunities, both internally, i.e. within your 

company, and externally, i.e. with potential partners. The circular 

economy can thus be an engine for innovation, at both the techno-

logical and non-technological levels. 

The good news is that you can start wherever you want, as long as 

you do not lose sight of a few objectives based on the principle of 

lasting responsibility for products (stewardship), such as extending 

their useful life and using closed cycles for materials.    

BS 8001 is a valuable standard that companies can support in their 

path to a circular economy, regardless of their maturity level, but 

it should be used as a guide, not as a fixed roadmap. Also it is not 

intended to be used for certification purposes. 
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The value of the standard is at the same time its weakness. Its defi-

nitions, principles, framework and guidelines are gradually becom-

ing applicable to a broad spectrum of organisations in all sectors. 

So interpreting them and adapting them to specific companies and 

markets certainly requires a certain amount of effort. 

Starting with small, but concrete, steps in your business will make 

its staff feel more involved and thus broaden support for the circular 

economy approach. In addition, it will help your organisation estab-

lish an active learning culture regarding both the course and results 

of such a transition process.
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THE SERVICES WE OFFER  

Introduction
In essence, sustainability comes down to the incorporation of continu-

ity and a long-term outlook into all dimensions of business manage-

ment (people – planet – profit).  The core mission of Sirris and Agoria 

is to support and collectively represent companies in their sectors. 

It goes without saying, then, that the services both organisations of-

fer companies should cover sustainability in general and the circular 

economy in particular. Both collective and company-specific actions 

should be included. 

Collective actions
Sirris and Agoria regularly organise collective events and work-

shops on the various facets of the circular economy. The intention 

of these gatherings is to inspire as wide a public as possible and 

contribute towards the common language and support needed to 

shape the circular economy. To complement these meetings, publi-

cations are distributed via Sirris’ newsletters and blogs and Agoria’s 

channels of communication. The aim of these publications is to fur-

ther underpin the concept of the circular economy by presenting 

personal testimonies or aspects that extend the breadth or depth of 

people’s knowledge about it.  

More info? More information is available in our blogs about cir-

cular economy.
Sirris blog

Agoria blog
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Co-creativity through the learning network Circular 
Economy Connect 
The leaders are already busily occupied with the circular economy, 

but are still coming up against barriers. Small-scale experiments can 

help to find out what does and does not work without running any 

major risks. As this white paper suggests, there are no ready-made 

answers for implementing the principles of the circular economy in 

a real business context. At Sirris and Agoria, we believe that compa-

nies can above all learn from each other’s positive and less positive 

experiences, which is what prompted us in 2016 to launch our learn-

ing network Circular Economy Connect.

This learning network brings together a fixed group of like-mind-

ed companies four times a year. Interaction between companies 

allows cross-pollination and helps to unearth specific solutions for 

shared problems. Best practices are discussed and visits are paid to 

interesting companies. Carefully selected (international) content 

experts bring additional knowledge and inspiration to the network. 

We invite policymakers so that we can talk to them about remaining 

obstacles in laws and regulations. And under the guidance of an 

experienced coach, participants are encouraged to translate the 

knowledge they have gained into tangible, next steps which they 

may or should take to do business in a more circular manner. Work 

on these ‘next steps’ is also done between the meetings, of course.
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« Customers, companies and the environment all benefi t from circular 

models. But although the principles behind the circular economy are 

easy to understand, its implementation gives rise to certain challeng-

es. The learning network is an excellent way of exchanging insights 

and experiences and rooting out potential solutions in a productive, 

constructive and pleasant atmosphere. Personal testimonies and 

case studies are very inspirational and reveal interesting patterns 

about companies and sectors.” - Stijn Broucke, Atlas Copco

« The learning network eff ectively takes us out of our comfort zone and triggers 

new discussions and insights within our company. I was really surprised by the lev-

el of detail and practical developments that took shape during the sessions. The 

personal testimonies and company visits showed us how the theory was being put 

into practice. This learning initiative has made it clear that the ‘circular economy’ is 

more than a buzzword: it’s a reality that leads to new business models. And it’s a 

must for any innovative company!” - Jan Daem, Barco

Each cycle, the participants get together to agree on which specifi c 

topics to cover. During the 2017-2018 cycle, the items on the agen-

da will include:

•  the recycling and remanufacturing of waste products;

• circular product design;

•  fi nancing and accounting for circular business models, based on 

selling a service rather than a product;

•  (big) data management and digital technologies to support circular 

solutions. 

Compressor remanufacturing
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The individual level
Apart from revelling in collective inspiration and learning from and 

with one another, companies want to take concrete action regard-

ing the circular economy. Sometimes, a company-specific approach 

(or proceeding in a closed consortium) is the appropriate way of 

taking account of a business’s unique context, whilst also ensuring 

confidentiality.  

Individual guidance from Sirris and Agoria focuses on searching for 

answers within the specific business context to questions such as 

these: 

• �What exactly does the circular economy entail for my product, val-

ue chain, applications, etc.?

• �Will I stand to benefit? What would it mean to take it into account?

• �Is my business model suited to the circular economy? Where are 

the possible business cases for my company?

• �How can my company evolve and become a part of the circular 

economy?

• �What opportunities does the (prospective) policy offer me?

• �Does the prospective policy pose a threat to my business?

• �Where can I find solutions? Where can I find the right partners? 

• �How can I earn money from durable products? 

• �How can I reuse raw materials?

• �How can I upgrade old products?

• �Should I adapt my product design? If so, in what way?

• �How can data innovation and the Internet or Things leverage my 

product or service? 

• �Which concrete steps need to be taken to set the ball rolling?

• �How can I control the risks involved (e.g. when switching to new 

business models)? How can I set up experiments? 
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If need be, we secure help from partner organisations. The guiding 

principle behind the active support we provide is to determine and 

implement concrete actions that actually save your company money 

or generate revenue. In other words, the circular economy is also, 

well, an economy, and as such must help to attain economic goals 

while using less material and impacting less on the environment.        

Our approach 
Sirris and Agoria guide and support companies on their way to the 

circular economy. Our initiative identifies small and larger structural 

steps towards the desired future, whereby we monitor and intensify 

the involvement of employees and other stakeholders. Our busi-

ness-oriented approach consists of exploratory talks, sensitisation, 

advice and guidance, whereby we assess which opportunities are 

available and which specific solutions suit your business. The ap-

proach can take various forms, ranging from an interactive work-

shop or inspiration session with a discussion forum to mapping out 

existing initiatives and best practices. We then build on these best 

practices and identified topics that the company views as priorities 

or which command the broadest support.
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WORLDLINE, which manufactures payment terminals:

Through inspiration sessions, interviews, workshops and support 

designed to promote innovation, WorldLine has incorporated 

eco-innovations into its business processes. Results were achieved 

quickly by visualising economic and environmental impact at a very 

early stage.   

“By questioning our habits and assumptions and exploring alterna-

tives, like a multidisciplinary team, we’ve already identified some 

significant opportunities to make savings. We’ve also managed to 

reduce the carbon footprint of our activities. What we need to do is 

identify more measures to take and include them in detailed business cases.” - René Slinckx, Terminal 

Manufacturing and Repair Manager.

Specifically, in this process we merge your business’s knowledge and 

network with those of Sirris and Agoria with a view to:

• �fleshing out your business case; 

• �providing the required technological support; 

• �detecting new partners and setting up cooperation; 

• �ascertaining the impact of regulation; 

• �detecting and implementing breakthrough innovation;  

• �clarifying logistical aspects;

• �setting up experiments; 

• �striking a balance between individual and collective actions.

This approach allows companies to gradually discover which added 

value can be generated and leads to actions specifically tailored to 

monetising this added value. The content and pace of the headway 

made are adapted to the company’s organisation.
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CONTACT: +32 491 86 91 71 - thomas.vandenhaute@sirris.be

This white paper is being published as part of the 

project entitled Eco-Compliance as a Competitive 

Weapon, run by Sirris and Agoria with the support of 

Flanders Innovation & Entrepreneurship (VLAIO).

Do you have any questions or do you want 

additional information about the new BS 8001:2017 

standard?  Please contact (one of) the authors!
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