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Abstract

Because of the need to limit extraction of raw materials and reduce amounts and impacts of
waste, countries and businesses are challenged to transition to a circular economy: an economic
system in which the materials are reduced, reused, or recycled, but not wasted. Yet, transition-
ing from a linear to a circular economy implies societal-level, structural changes that have deep
implications for existing business models and practices—and the current economic system is
still largely organized around virgin material extraction and linear modes of production and
consumption. Despite stated ambitions at various geographical scales to become more or fully
circular, the outcomes still fall short of such visions. One important reason why the transition
towards a circular economy is not proceeding as quickly as hoped can be found in the decision
processes used by companies, investors, and policy makers. Suitable frameworks that support
decision-making could thus be a key enabler of this transition, if based upon a circular and
transformative, rather than a linear optimization logic. In this paper, we therefore explore a dif-
ferent decision-making logic that is developed based on circularity. This provides the basis for
an operational framework designed to help decision-makers such as policymakers, investors,
and entrepreneurs navigate tradeoffs and take decisions considering the quality of innovation
circularity and its respective diffusion potential. To develop, test, and refine our framework—
the “Circular Decision-Making Tree”—we synthesized insights from existing frameworks and
conceptually integrated these with our understanding of transition theory and the circular econ-
omy. We then verified the internal logics and applicability of the framework in a series of usa-
bility workshops across four application contexts (Netherlands, Brazil, UK, and South Africa)
with feedback from a total of n=50 stakeholders from policy, practice, and academia. We criti-
cally discuss the application potential as well as the limitations and describe implications for
future research to further validate the framework’s logics and operationalization.
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Circular Economy and Sustainability

Introduction
Circular Economy Context

In response to ever-increasing waste production and interrelated socio-environmental chal-
lenges, governments, businesses, and scholars have begun to embrace and support the con-
cept of a circular economy (CE) [1]. The CE is a radically different economic paradigm
that prioritizes the reduction of raw material extraction through value retention and regen-
erative design [2, 3]. The underlying purpose of adopting CE practices is to ultimately
reduce virgin material consumption, eliminate waste, and decouple growth from material
use [4-6]. Thus, not all movements within circularity contribute equally (or at all) to accel-
erating the desired transition to CE. Because a core value of CE is highest value preser-
vation [7], it is possible that a circular innovation may contribute to the acceleration of
CE—but at a low magnitude, relative to an alternative innovation that scores higher in a
hierarchy of CE value retention options. Furthermore, the waste-resource paradox (WRP)
occurring in the transition zone between a linear and a circular economy [8] elucidates that
closing a loop through waste-based innovation [9] and turning a waste into a resource may
reinforce undesirable linear pathways by incidentally creating a demand for said waste—
thereby reinforcing its production, rather than deinstitutionalizing and breaking down its
comfortable position in the supply chain [8].

Strategizing for and prioritization of higher-quality circularity proposals, solutions, and
implementations may help to avoid low-value and low-impact CE solutions. Yet, even at
the international EU level, “of the 36 CE Green Deals and 32 CE Best Practices, almost
all aim at increasing recycling... Recycling, and low-grade recycling in particular, is still
very much a linear solution. In addition to aiming for less resource consumption and waste
generation, it is also important for a circular economy to focus on creating less environ-
mental impact (including more value for ecology), and generating more added value for the
economy” ([10], p. 39). This indicates that, despite existing efforts in science and practice,
the vision of a circular economy is not yet translating into broader action to transition.

Transition Theory

One central challenge in transitioning to CE is aligning short-term actions with long-term
visions. In this case, the field of sustainability transitions may serve as appropriate research
for guiding the convening of actions and visions. Specifically, transition management uses
sustainable development as a guiding principle and relates to fundamentally new govern-
ance approaches [11]. While attempts at transitioning from a linear to a circular economy
are being made, fundamental change requires a clear vision of both the future goals and
the inherent tradeoffs. In transition research, we speak about a regime, or paradigm shift: a
fundamental and structural change in the incumbent cultures, structures, and practices [12].
Transition literature describes regimes as path-dependent by nature, meaning that cur-
rent decisions within an incumbent context are made based on previous decisions in that
context and are not independent. The path dependencies are “inevitable, because of sunk
investments, benefits of scale, and the co-evolutionary dynamic within a regime. But such
path dependencies over time ultimately imply the inability to change beyond optimization,
hence causing systemic tensions and problems” [13], p. 605). However, these incremental
improvements often embed the assumption of continuing the current regime (and therefore,
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may lead to fostering existing aspects of the current regime). Dominant forms of policy and
management are currently mostly prioritizing optimization—incremental improvement in
the current regime—thereby adding to the lock-in of the current systems (ibid). To transi-
tion to a circular economy, we argue that transformative—i.e., fundamentally different—
innovations and policies must be supported.

Alternatives to the regime are described as niches—in this case, circular innovations or
policies. When these are scaled, replicated, or embedded into other contexts, this is known
as diffusion [14]. Embedding refers to the adoption and integration of an innovation into
existing institutions or regulations, translating addresses the process through which con-
stitutive elements are replicated and reproduced elsewhere; scaling refers to the internal
development and growth of niche innovations to a larger scale [15]. Based on the concept
of the WRP—which describes the paradox in the “transition zone” between a linear and
circular economy, wherein a material can be considered a waste and a resource at the same
time, and cautions against related dilemmas that may ensue from using waste as materials
for production [8]—we propose a new framework for decision-making in the context of
transitioning to a CE. In this paper, we describe a new logic for operating decisions that
may lead to more informed decisions towards circularity.

Complexity of Circular Decision-making

Despite stated ambitions at various geographical scales to become more or fully circular,
the outcomes fall short of the visions [10, 16—18]. We hypothesize that this is rooted in a
fundamental problem observable in current practices of decision-making: often, decisions
are made based on linear decision-making principles. Many forces and pressures influence
decisions made on the CE—risk-aversion, stranded assets in linear business cases, path
dependency of existing practices, locked-in institutions, and market fluctuations—which
may prove difficult to penetrate or circumvent. However, another key challenge for ampli-
fying the transition to CE is the still apparent lack of circular oriented governance and
decision-making [19]. We posit that a particular obstacle that prevents sound circular deci-
sion-making (CDM) is that stakeholders dealing with CE may overlook the different qual-
ity levels of contributions to CE—or may lack decision-making support to navigate start-
to-finish selecting the most impactful circular innovation to allocate resources to. Brown
and colleagues support our argument, pointing to the current challenges of aligning cir-
cular innovation partners upon a shared circular purpose and the need for “developing a
circular oriented value capture model focused on collective outcomes” ([19], p.13).

Funding and policy support for circular innovation is often disproportional to the poten-
tial contribution of the innovation towards the transition to a circular economy—meaning,
the innovations with the highest potential for circular impact are not necessarily the ones
that receive the most support. The current way of decision-making can be counter-produc-
tive to CE because of its support for incremental innovation [20]. For example, accelerat-
ing and scaling up an innovation that uses a waste as an input to the business model further
ingrains the production of this waste in the economy. “Business-as-usual” linear pathways
are created through “sustainable” innovations that fit within this scheme and thereby fur-
ther reinforce these existing path dependencies—meaning, while incremental change may
offer small gains in sustainable practices, its adoption reinforces the current way of operat-
ing and presents another barricade for transformative innovation to overcome. This indi-
cates a need for a change towards a different type of decision-making logic.
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The main objectives of our work are to formulate a decision-making logic that helps in
taking decisions, considering the quality of innovation circularity and its respective diffu-
sion potential. We also aim to operationalize and verify the framework with a case illustra-
tion and by testing the applicability with scientists and practitioners, considering political
and cultural context variations, as well as to present this logic in a way that it supports
learning-by-doing and reflexivity.

Existing Tools and Current Gaps

Some related tools have been developed for predicting or informing decisions with an envi-
ronmental impact, but none currently exist to assist practitioners in navigating their deci-
sions operationally. These static models or schemes often capture only a moment in time
and consider only a single factor of a decision as the basis for evaluation (e.g., the waste
hierarchy); use inconsistent categorizations and terminologies, causing confusion among
actors (e.g., the R-imperatives); or give a deceivingly precise quantitative result—when in
fact many assumptions and estimations are put into the model—and do not allow the deci-
sion-maker autonomous operation (e.g., life cycle assessment (LCA)). In the field of deci-
sion-making, the bounded rationalities and other challenges around environmental policy
and practice uncovered in multi-criteria decision analyses (MCDA) lead to uncertainties,
indicating a need for an input-responsive, flexible framework for decision-makers to refer-
ence and help elicit improved questions to ask and steps in the decision [21, 22].

This gap between science and implementation in practice calls for a resource productiv-
ity-oriented framework [23]. Yet, the results of Zolfagharian et al.—an important assess-
ment of 217 transition studies through systematic review—found that: “While current tran-
sition research is relatively strong in explaining past transitions and case studies, it seems
less strong in designing (practical) interventions” ([38], p. 11). To address the dilemmas in
the transition to a circular economy raised by the WRP, and in response to the gaps in lit-
erature and calls from previous researchers in this paper, we offer a new circular decision-
making logic for actors and organizations. To operate this logic, we have created an opera-
tional framework called the Circular Decision-Making Tree (CDMT). The CDMT builds
on some of the existing commonly referenced frameworks as introduced in Table 1:

Still, a number of scholars have stressed the lack of appropriate CE tools and a shared
language, such as in the context of CE-inspired business model innovation [34-36]. We
recognize both the value and limitations of the tools and frameworks in Table 1, and we
build on these in the circular decision-making logic embedded into the CDMT that we
offer in this paper. In the existing approaches, we note a lack of guidance among circularity
levels, a scheme that encourages transformative practices over optimization, a shortcoming
in clarity and consistency across a sustainability rhetoric, an assessment tool that does not
require an extensive scientific background to understand, and a heuristic to aid in predict-
ing decision outcomes. Thus, while significant research has been conducted in the fields
of waste management, environmental assessments, and decision-making, there remains an
interdisciplinary gap between science and practice.

Since we are still in a linear economy (LE) regime (despite increasing circular efforts),
we often see decision-makers in CE taking the existing economy as the starting point and
trying to incrementally improve upon that. Yet, this may become counter-transformative by
enhancing path dependencies and lock-in of the LE. To break free from the currently prev-
alent path-dependent logic of decision-making common in business and policy, we argue
in this paper to rather take the perspective of a radically different future with radically
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different assumptions that minimize extraction and consumption striving respect planetary
boundaries—beyond which human perturbations risk destabilizing the earth system at the
planetary scale [37]. For these reasons, we argue that there is a need to take on a different
decision-making logic: a circular decision-making logic. This distinct logic is embedded
in our CDMT framework, which evolves from addressing the WRP dilemmas in CE (for
example, the unintentional reinforcing of linear pathways through attempts at circular inno-
vation) and based on the identified need for a distinct type of circular decision-making. In
the transition to a circular economy, we hypothesize that a tool offering navigation through
circular decisions—based on this logic—can provide useful orientation on hierarchically
preferable contributions to a CE and diffusion potentials, through its intended operational
and applicable format across sectors and societal domains. Accordingly, this paper is
guided by the following research question:

What kind of new decision-making logic is needed to address tensions and dilemmas
that actors face in the transition to a circular economy?

The rest of the paper goes as follows: in the “Methodological Approach” section, we
describe our methodological approach. In the “CDMT Construction and Design: Theo-
retical Basis and Validity” section, we discuss the theoretical basis for the CDMT and its
design; in the “CDMT Steps and Flow” section, we explain the CDMT’s logics. In the
“Verification of the CDMT Logics” section, we report the feedback from the focus group
workshops. In the “Discussion” section, we discuss the results of our study, including
insights gained through the study, limitations of the study, and future research recommen-
dations stemming from our work. Finally, in the “Concluding Remarks” section, we end
with concluding remarks summarizing our work and offering a short reflection on its con-
tribution to science and practice.

Methodological Approach

To develop the CDMT, we first drew upon existing literature and frameworks, and we for-
mulated an initial draft version of a circular decision-making framework. We then tested
and refined this framework in a series of workshops and interviews, exploring the practical
uses and added value for decision-making (rather than to find out whether it serves as a
comprehensive algorithm). As our aims were more linked to bringing theory into action,
we have selected a pragmatic qualitative methodology for our research. Pragmatism in
transition research allows for more innovative research designs and methodologies for what
fits best and posits that true theories are those which can successfully enable and support
action [38], which matches with our research aim. Qualitative research has been deemed
to be more suitable to handle heterogeneous and multi-level nature of transitions [39, 40],
so we have selected this methodology. In our qualitative methods, we took a four-prong
approach:

First, we conducted a literature review [38, 41] to understand the current state of transi-
tion to a circular economy and what was lacking in science and practice. To form a solid
theoretical and applicable foundation for the circular decision-making logic and corre-
sponding framework, we reviewed literature around circular economy, decision-support
tools, circular frameworks, environmental assessment methods and models, and national
and international waste directives. This created our problematization and motivation for a
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framework to support in circular decision-making. The theory and frameworks analyzed
were incorporated into the design of the CDMT to increase its internal validity [42]. We
developed the framework’s logic building primarily on transition research and transition
management theory (see e.g., [43, 44] and incorporating tools stemming primarily from the
field of industrial ecology, as outlined earlier in Table 1 (see e.g., [45, 46]).

Second, we designed the CDMT. The construction and design of the CDMT involved
the following: (1) synthesizing existing frameworks such as the waste hierarchy [47, 48]
and R-imperatives [4, 26], (2) embedding the tool in existing theory, such as strategic niche
management (SNM [49, 50], the multi-level perspective (MLP) [51, 52], transition man-
agement (TM) [11, 12], and technical innovation systems (TIS) [53, 54], and (3) selecting
a decision tree format [55, 56] to design our framework. We will explain how these frame-
works relate to the CDMT with further details in the following section.

Third, we conducted two successive focus group workshops in the Netherlands in order
to verify the operational logics of the framework with scientists and practitioners, guided
by well-known approaches for focus group methodologies [57, 58]. This focus group work-
shop method was selected because “focus groups, together with other qualitative methods,
provide researchers with additional means of acquiring rich, experiential feedback from
service users. Moreover, the supportive, congenial, non-judgmental setting offered by
the focus group enhances the likelihood of collecting the diverse and spontaneous opin-
ions that elude the in-depth interview and the nominal group technique” ([59], p. 504).
Informed consent was obtained from all participants to be recorded and to publish results
in a scientific journal. The recordings of the workshops were saved and stored on a secure
computer.

The workshops were conducted online and video recorded. They took place in April
and September of 2020, respectively, and had a scheduled duration of 2.5 hours each. In
our research, we adopted principles of collaborative knowledge production in participatory
processes, so the workshops were not a unilateral source of data collection; but rather, they
had an element of co-design with participants—wherein they critiqued and informed on
the framework constructs. Thus, after the workshops, we made some minor adjustments to
the original CDMT in line with participant feedback and finally created the refined CDMT
presented in this paper. For example, this included moving the economic evaluation earlier
in the decision-making logic of the tree to indicate more immediate consideration. After
the workshops, results were also shared back to participants.

In the first workshop, seventeen stakeholders from policy, research, practice, and gov-
ernment participated in the two workshops. Here we unpacked implicit risks, hampering
factors, tradeoffs, and organizational dilemmas that factor into circular decision-making.
In the first workshop, we presented to the groups the premise for the CDM and CDMT,
based on our project context and the WRP conceptual framework. The floor was opened for
question-and-answer sessions, and then two breakout groups were formed in order to dis-
cuss and explicate particular tradeoffs and inconsistencies encountered in their experience
from practice and literature. In the second workshop with similar participants (in terms of
numbers and fields of expertise), we investigated the CDMT’s usefulness to stakeholders
and the soundness of its internal logics. We exemplified the pathways of the CDMT step-
wise, illustrated with a case on plastics. After the initial introduction to the tool, partici-
pants joined working groups to explore and discuss the tool individually and collectively.
Strengths, weaknesses, and limitations of the presented framework were identified as well
as key aspects of usability for different stakeholder groups were identified. Notes were
taken to create informal transcriptions in the breakout groups by an assigned note taker and
by us during the plenary for cross-referencing verification.
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Fourth and lastly, we replicated these workshops in other global contexts to test and
strengthen the reliability of the tool, and to explore its potential for application in multiple
contexts. The CDMT was originally developed in and reflected upon in the Dutch con-
text, as a part of the Waste FEW ULL project funded by NWO (Dutch National Science
Foundation), the European Union’s Horizon 2020 program, and the Joint Programming Ini-
tiative (JPI) Urban Europe. Within this project context, we worked with project partners
across three continents and four countries with the aim to “reduce waste inefficiencies”.
In a collaborative undertaking with our international project partners in Bristol, UK; Sao
Paulo, Brazil; and Western Cape, South Africa; we tested the logics and tool in each dis-
tinct geopolitical context with a group of local stakeholders in each location, led by our
project partners in that region. These contexts were selected for their involvement through
the Waste FEW ULL project, but importantly—also for their differences in and diversity of
circularity challenges, material stocks and flows, and governance contexts, in order to see
the generic ability of the decision-making logics to be robust in these different contexts.

To approach the development of a multi-contextual framework, we reflected upon stake-
holder feedback from both the Global North and Global South, synthesizing and integrat-
ing the feedback from participants to improve the logics, usability, and mapping of the tool
in their respective contexts. We created a replicable reporting template for consistency of
results reporting across country contexts. Each of the four investigative groups from Global
South and Global North reported answers through the reporting template, the results of
which were synthesized into a table of international reflections on the circular decision-
making logics and feasibility of application in practical contexts. A total of n=50 stake-
holders reflected on the internal circular decision-making logics and the applicability of the
CDMT. In all contexts, a combination of researchers and practitioners working on topics
related to the circular economy gave feedback on the logics and design of the CDMT. To
guide the discussion, the following guiding questions were used as prompts, replicated in
each of the four contexts:

e Are there uncertainties, paradoxes, and dilemmas of decision-making that you consider
barriers in the transition to a circular economy? What examples have you come across
in your work or other area of activities?

e Do you agree with the internal logics of the CDMT? (What would you add or adjust for
better usability?)

(How) and for whom could the CDMT’s procedural logics support decision-making?
What (if any) is the added value of the CDMT in helping distinguish innovations with
higher-level contributions to a circular economy?

CDMT Construction and Design: Theoretical Basis and Validity

The CDMT presents a framework that is organized in three sections (operational, strategic,
and reflexive). Within each section, we identify concrete steps and, accordingly, decisions
that may lead to the best possible steps to support a transition to circular economy. In defin-
ing the steps of the CDMT, our theoretical assumptions underlying the framework were
informed by aspects from the following theories: SNM [49, 50], the MLP [51, 52], TM
[11, 12], TIS [53, 54], and the WRP [8]. We critically reflected upon existing tools pre-
sented in the literature such as the waste hierarchy [47, 48], the R-imperatives [4, 26], and
environmental impact assessment (EIA) [60, 61]. The steps in the CDMT are based on a
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CDM logic, which is based on a new economy paradigm: wherein transformational deci-
sions are made for a radical new way of operating in society, rather than operationaliza-
tion of (i.e., improvement of the existing) the linear economy and its inherent processes. In
line with two fundamental principles of CE, the CDM logic prioritizes first the least virgin
material extraction from the earth possible, followed by a cascading order of highest pos-
sible value retention of materials already in the system. The decision-making framework
presented is built with this CDM logic as its backbone, and is created for practitioners to
reference, in order to ideally make stronger and more transformative changes.

The development of the CDMT is framed at least in part by theory from transition
scholars [53, 54], who identify in their TIS theoretical framework different types of sys-
temic problems that can block the anchoring or widespread adoption of innovations.
For example, actors’ problems may be capacity related: actors may lack competence or
capacity to learn or utilize available resources, to identify and articulate their needs, and
to develop visions and strategies. Institutional problems may also be capacity related, for
example, when the institutions themselves are weak. Interaction problems may be presence
related, if interactions are missing because of a cognitive distance between actors: differ-
ing objectives, assumptions, capacities, or lack of trust. Infrastructural problems—refer-
ring to physical, knowledge, and financial infrastructure—may be quality related: when an
infrastructure is inadequate or malfunctioning (ibid, [62]). Through the framework of the
CDMT, we aim to address these actor-related, institutional, and infrastructural problems
identified by these authors.

Also central in the development of the CDMT is TM, a field of theory describing a gov-
ernance mode based on complexity and with the goal of navigating the governance of long-
term change processes towards more sustainable societies [63, 64]. Transition management
deals with “key elements related to long-term governance of complex societal processes:
multi-actor, long-term goal setting, innovation, evaluation and adaptation and knowledge
transfer and learning” ([11], p. 79). These elements are also key pieces of the CDM logic
that deals with innovation and adaptation. TM—Ilike circular decision-making—is a highly
uncertain and sometimes chaotic process. Based on this understanding and grounded in
this theory, the CDMT is not designed to be prescriptive in nature to calculate an exact out-
put, rather, like TM, one of the CDMT’s primarily functions is as “an attempt made to link
different actors and organizations with different time horizons, ambitions, and values...
[and] a way of indirectly influencing, adjusting, redirecting, and guiding actions” (ibid, p.
79). The CDMT was designed to support in directing decision choices and to help in guid-
ing action during circular decisions.

The framework guides decision-makers to consider options in the sequence from most
circular to least circular. In this way, the framework takes advantage of the common ten-
dency for decision-makers to not consider all options but to satisfy, that is, choose the first
option that reaches a satisfactory aspiration level. In contrast, sequencing in a framework
can be defined as “planning a sequencing or deciding how to select the next task” [65],
p. 2). Searching through options in sequence from the innovation with the highest-quality
circularity and diffusion potential increases the likelihood that a more circular option is
chosen (as compared with the opposite or a random sequence), so we have incorporated
this heuristic principle into our framework.

To maintain the tool’s straightforwardness while accounting for factors outside of its
immediate focus, the CDMT directs the user to a complementary tool at a decision point
when the expertise becomes out of the scope of the heuristic. For example, when the deci-
sion-maker is unclear on what would be a more sustainable material to substitute for the
current waste stream, the user is directed to an LCA. When considering uncertainty in
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cost-effectivity, the user is directed to a related tool, e.g., a cost-benefit analysis (CBA). It
is our opinion that referring to other frameworks such as these can allow the tool to keep
its visual simplicity while offering important information beyond the CDMT’s main focus
of differentiation, potential impact on the transition to a circular economy. The CDMT and
embedded decision-making logic was designed to be generic, independent of certain sec-
tors or material types, and applicable across various geopolitical boundaries. It outlines a
multitude of possible decision point uncertainties, answers, and resulting pathways that an
actor may come across when operating on circular decision logics to help decision-makers
navigate the process from start to finish.

The framework is broken down into three main columnar sections, grouped according to
logical chronological order of steps to consider during a circular decision:

“Operational” CDMT Column 1

The first column addresses the chronologically first and “operational” aspect, i.e., the ini-
tial innovation conceptualization, design, and production before potential scaling. The tool
is designed so that the higher up on the tree the innovation ranks, the higher circularity
potential it has. The framework bases its first column on other established circular econ-
omy tools, such as the waste hierarchy and R-imperatives discussed in the “Introduction”
section. The CDMT matches these tools in indicating the same optimal result and similar
preferences of cascading circularity quality. These other tools only miss indicating direc-
tionality in decision choices—here, the CDMT directs the user to incrementally consider
the possibilities from the best option down, rather than simply “improving” environmental
desirability from the bottom-up. We integrated this highly relevant aspect based on con-
ceptual research that described the importance of preventing undesirable and unsustainable
dilemmas that may result from turning a waste into a resource, described in the literature as
the WRP [8]. Once a choice between circular innovations is made, the user advances to the
second stage.

“Strategic” CDMT Column 2

The second and “strategic” column prompts the decision-maker to examine the selected
circular innovation’s diffusion potential, going beyond considerations of the innovation in
isolation, and it focuses on the selected diffusibility and scalability potential. The CDMT
encourages the decision-maker to consider deeper questions about the innovation’s scala-
bility, replicability, and diffusibility: important factors into an innovation’s potential impact
on circular economy beyond the local. This important component includes considerations
of economies of scale, capital gains and financial feasibility, and the possibility of scal-
ing in another cultural, political, social, or economic context. The CDMT’s second col-
umn’s theoretical underpinning stems from transition sciences: particularly, strategic niche
management and the multi-level perspective, and with considerations from innovation
diffusion theory as related to sustainability transitions [66—68]. The “strategic” column,
as the name indicates, mirrors principles of strategic niche management [49, 50]. This is
foundational literature describing the process for scaling up or diffusing a niche innovation
to a regime level (the use of which concepts inherently embeds the MLP in our theoreti-
cal framework. In SNM, first, an innovation is chosen (akin to our column 1). Then, the
environment for diffusion is examined and selected, similar to the column 2 constructs of
the innovation scaling up in its current or another settings. Finally, the implementation is
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planned, examining resources in possession and needed, likening to the other constructs
from column 2 that examine cost-effectivity and the ability to acquire additional resources.
The steps of the strategic column of the CDMT are also echoed more recent literature, for
example, von Wirth et al. [15]’s research on the types of diffusion, including scaling (verti-
cal diffusion) by growing internally or translating (horizontal diffusion) in other contexts.
In this way, validity is taken into account with the constructs of the strategic column by
relating them to existing transition theory. In our research, we build on this and add to it
by offering some potential answers or recommendations to alternative and complementary
tools, to address some of the critiques and limitations of these theoretical frameworks.

“Reflexive” CDMT Column 3

Because of the importance of reflexive learning in the continuous progression towards a
circular economy, the third and final “reflexive” column prompts the user to evaluate and
monitor the impact of the innovation selected. This includes identifying key factors and
indicators to evaluate the impact of the circular innovation. After this assessment, the user
may repeat the analysis for further material and energy flows. This evaluation and monitor-
ing step brings the decision process full circle, concluding with a component of reflection
for future learning. Having taken a transition lens in our paper and to construct the CDMT,
we have assured for the validity of the final reflexive column by embedding these final con-
structs in foundational transition management literature. It is well-established in TM theory
that continuous evaluation and monitoring is a vital part of the transition process [63, 69],
and for this reason, it forms a necessary core part of the CDM logic as well.

How should we evaluate and monitor then? One prominent tool from industrial ecology
is the environmental impact assessment, which has been shown to be helpful in decision-
making and is defined as “the process of identifying, predicting, evaluating and mitigating
the biophysical, social and other relevant effects of proposed development proposals prior
to major decisions being taken and commitments made” [61]. Appropriately, we incorpo-
rated related elements of the EIA into the final constructs of the CDMT: “The identifica-
tion of the main impacts brings together the previous steps with the aim of ensuring that
all potentially significant environmental impacts (adverse and beneficial) are identified and
taken into account in the process... The prediction of impacts aims to identify the magni-
tude and other dimensions of identified change in the environment with a project/action, by
comparison with the situation without that project/action... Auditing follows from moni-
toring. It can involve comparing actual outcomes with predicted outcomes, and can be used
to assess the quality of predictions and the effectiveness of mitigation. It provides a vital
step in the EIA learning process” ([60], p. 5). Yet, an EIA is traditionally a quite formal,
large-scale (e.g., bridge construction), and often rigid impact assessment. Thus, we draw
from this analysis structure, integrating some key components of the EIA in the CDMT,
while offering a less rigid evaluation and monitoring process for the likely smaller-scale
innovations that could be considered when applying the CDMT.

CDMT Steps and Flow

In this section, we explain the steps and flow of the CDMT, as well as how a decision-
maker might walk through the framework to select a circular innovation to support with the
highest potential for impact. See Fig. 1 below to follow the illustration.
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“Operational” Column: Innovation Prioritization

1) Dematerialization When comparing existing or potential initiatives to support within
the circular economy, one would address the possibility of dematerialization, i.e., reduc-
tion of the amount of material required for a product or process [70]. Dematerialization is
positioned first in the CDMT because reducing material use to preemptively prevent waste
production is overwhelmingly the most efficient pathway to overall waste reduction from a
product or process [71-73].

2) Material Substitution In the hypothetical scenario that no projects or innovations
related to dematerialization are proposed, the user consider the possibility of material sub-
stitution: substituting in a suitable alternative material with a lower negative environmental
impact intensity while fulfilling the same function [74]. If the potential for better material
substitution is unclear, the CDMT directs decision-makers to the appropriate tool for the
situation to inform the decision at the current stage: in this case, an LCA. If neither is pos-
sible, a more favorable material mix—i.e., a combination of a partial amount of the cur-
rently used material and an environmentally favorable material—is then suggested by the
CDMT.

3) Material Recovery and Reuse If material substitution is not a viable route, the next
alternative following the flow of the CDMT is to close loops through (waste) material
reuse. Second-hand material cascading is a valuable initiative temporarily, but it is not
transformative if the material production remains the same. Optimization can improve the
current linear system, but it does not create a fundamental change towards an institutional-
ized alternative practice—which is why it is positioned as a lower alternative in the tree.

4) Cascaded Recycling, Open-Loop Recycling, or Down-Cycling If none of the aforemen-
tioned options is considered viable possibilities within their context, only then should the
lower-value repurposing (e.g., recycling) be selected as the path forward. These innova-
tions are tricky and placed last because of the potential to reinforce demand for a waste
described by the WRP, furthering lock-in and optimization of the linear economy regime
in place.

“Strategic” Column: Diffusion and Acceleration Potential

Once a proposed circular innovation is selected from the first column, “strategic” consid-
erations for the proposed innovation’s potential for diffusion are necessary to examine to
understand its potential for more widespread impact.

1) Scaling or Diffusing in Current Context. Here, capacities for and limits to growth are
analyzed. In principle, the most desired innovation is the one with highest-quality circular-
ity, paired with highest diffusion potential. The user would first consider diffusion potential
in the innovation’s current context. In the case that constraining factors are too great to
scale up in its current context, one would move to the next consideration: the same innova-
tion, scaled in another context.
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2) Scaling or Diffusing in a Different Context. Here we also consider availability levels of
non-financial resources of the selected circular innovation, but in another context. Might
another cultural, political, social, or economic setting allow for room for diffusion that the
current context does not? The answer to this determines the next step taken.

3) Adjusting the Settings and Conditions Within the Context to Favor Diffusion Poten-
tial If more favorable contexts for diffusion of the selected circular innovation do not cur-
rently exist, might they be created or facilitated? In that case, the CDMT refers the user to
15 practices and principles for connecting niche innovation with regime organizations by
Greer et al. [75]. For example, “empowering actors to pursue alternative sustainable path-
ways” and “top-down influencing” may be applicable in this case as well.

4) Cost-Effectivity of Scaling This step does include economic considerations to add a
piece to the picture of the scalability on a larger level. It is not a comprehensive check on
economic viability directly within the tool. That level of economic detail is outside the
scope of the tool, whose primary focus is on the material and energy aspects of decision-
making outcomes.

“Reflexive” Column: Monitoring and Evaluation of Implementation

The last phase of the CDM logic is incorporated for thoroughness and to set a baseline for
evaluation and monitoring of the intended and actual impact of the innovation. In this step,
key factors and indicator values to predict and evaluate the outcome should be developed.
After a predetermined set of time, e.g., 1 year, of implementation of the initiative or inno-
vation in practice, the innovation’s true impact over time should be assessed based on the
designated criteria. Finally, after evaluation of the particular material at hand, the circular
decision-making logic indicates to assess and repeat the exercise for further material and
energy flows in this and other sectors of interest.

Verification of the CDMT Logics

Now that we have illustrated the circular decision-making logics, we shortly describe the
state of CE in the different verification contexts and report on the results of the applicabil-
ity workshops.

CE in International Contexts

As part of the research project Waste FEW ULL, we teamed up with international col-
leagues to conduct workshops and group interviews with stakeholders in their local con-
texts addressing waste inefficiencies and circular economy in the Netherlands, UK, South
Africa, and Brazil. These countries are all on different pathways towards circularity, as
summarized below:

Netherlands Among diverse countries that have committed to CE targets, the Nether-

lands is a prominent pioneer in the pushing of circular economy (taking substantial steps
towards their stated goal of full circularity by 2050) [76]. As supported by reports from the

@ Springer



Circular Economy and Sustainability

Netherlands Environmental Agency, a more ambitious CE transition towards substantially
lower resource and material consumption and less generation of waste should be “based on
high-circularity strategies, such as smarter manufacturing and use of products, and extend-
ing the lifetime of products and product components. Recycling alone, and low-grade recy-
cling in particular, is still closely related to a linear economy” ([10], p. 7). Despite the clear
vision of preferred pathways in the Netherlands, circular targets are still failing to be met
[18]. The struggle of a frontrunning country in circularity, like the Netherlands, to meet
targets indicates that our current strategies in decision-making around amplifying the cir-
cular economy are not effective in a meaningful enough way.

UK For the past 3—4 decades, the UK has been progressing in its efforts towards the tran-
sition to a circular economy; however, the policy translation of these ambitions differs
between its four countries. Some academic institutions, think tanks, and leading businesses
have built on the foundations provided by European policy to raise awareness of the cir-
cular economy concept, bringing a more holistic approach to the various interpretations
of the CE discourse. Whereas initiatives in waste management policy here were formerly
concerned with end-of-pipe solutions, there is a recent collective change in understanding
that keeping resources in productive use is the responsibility of both the producer and con-
sumer, in a systems thinking approach to the problem [77].

South Africa In practice, large volumes of valuable resources are transported to landfill.
Sorting does occur at landfill, but the externality cost and access to these resources are
lost to local inhabitants. There are opportunities to improve circularity, but conventional
practices dominate, and there appears to be limited scope in policy and practice to inter-
vene. Local authorities are largely overwhelmed by the scaled volume of waste, are under-
resourced, and do not have the capacity to change the course of a conventional approach to
a more circular practice. A hindrance to circularity in the South African context includes
the inability to implement policies and interventions to divert food waste and organics from
landfill. It is a combination of many factors that fail to transform the current trajectory:
lack of leadership; establishing policy adds benefit to the waste and recovery value change;
lack of constructive and cooperative partnership between local authority, private sector,
and non-government organizations [78, 79].

Brazil In Brazil, there are some widespread grassroots initiatives but lacking infrastructure
for sustainability transitions. Currently, it is important to invest time in informing decision-
makers about waste reduction and management practices. From a national perspective,
there is still a lack of dissemination of sustainable innovation-based practices and technol-
ogy adoption, as well as an absence of funding incentives for small producers. Current
living lab projects are interesting and helpful but have a limited timeline and therefore a
limited impact. Professionals involved often lose information and do not have access to
possible technologies that could be implemented. The interaction between academia and
public sectors is far from perfect due to this lack of information between institutions [80,
81].

Verification Insights

The results of the workshops and group interviews in the Dutch, UK, Brazilian, and
South African contexts, designed to test and validate the CDMT’s reliability in multiple
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distinct contexts, offered feedback on the usability and internal logics of the decision tree.
It was discussed if and how the circular decision-making procedural logics could support
decision-making and its application contexts as a guiding scheme. These full results are
detailed below in Table 2 and are summarized thereafter:

In summary, the Dutch workshops indicated an accurate reflection of decision points in
the CDMT, its challenging of incrementalism, and its usability in communicating across
supply chains or when drawing up contracts—the lattermost particularly supported by Dyer
et al. [82], who underscores the importance of common interests, values, and priorities that
in turn can contribute to a participatory design of a circular economy. The UK workshops
observed the heuristic as a “CE architecture,” with potential to act as a boundary object for
the user to articulate between systems. In South Africa, it was noted to offer autonomy and
facilitate co-creative decision-making at micro-levels, meso-levels, and macro-levels. The
Brazilian stakeholders indicated potential as a management tool and as a complementary
alternative to more common bottom-up approaches.

An important critical reflection related to economic influences not being at the fore-
front of the tool’s guiding logic, since all decisions in reality are embedded in market and
socio-economic contexts that deal with tradeoffs and challenges. The CDMT in its cur-
rent state also does not include the influence of regulatory patterns on waste treatment or
power dynamics. These remarks should be further addressed in later versions of the tool,
which would be interesting additions for future versions of the tool, but out of the scope
of this research. In its current state, the participants in all four contexts indicated that the
circular decision logics may aid in procurement decisions, create awareness in suppliers of
such circularity questions, catalyze reflexivity about the diversity of circular options, and
identify dilemmas while drawing attention to the impact of upscaling. According to the
participants, the CDMT may be useful at multiple layers of society—providing a common
understanding of shared values, more clarity on the shared meaning of circularity, and the
implementation practices needed to select, support, and carry out circular initiatives within
their sphere of influence—for firms and companies, industrial symbioses, general policy,
and sustainable entrepreneurship. From the results of the workshops and interviews, we
see certain functions of the tool as being validated in a promising way. At the same time,
we consider the critiques based upon which we offer recommendations for the future in the
following subsection.

Discussion
Reflections on Results

Through the participatory feedback from workshops, we learned that different actors were
prone to follow the steps of the CDMT with differing degrees of rigidity. While some par-
ticipants indicated that the framework functions literally to identify a circular innovation or
policy to select based on the quality of circularity and diffusion potential, it was suggested
by others in the workshops that it would serve best in practice as a discussion tool or meta
scheme: to catalyze circular thinking within and across departments or supply chains, to
help strategize innovative priorities, and to co-create or build discussions around the steps
involved in circular decision-making posed in the tool.

Strengths of the tree named in the focus groups include revealing the trap often sur-
rounding the Waste-Resource Paradox (when a demand is created for a waste, thereby
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reinforcing the waste production, and sometimes monetizing it), helping to avoid or prevent
this reinforcement of waste production. The decision tree discourages these linear economy
optimizations that may also reinforce the path dependencies and inertia for the current lin-
ear economy regime. The CDMT presents a structuring and logic of circular decision-mak-
ing, which re-orients a decision-maker who might otherwise make decisions that optimize
and reinforce linear economy. In this way, it is representative of a new logic and improved
steps in circular thinking. The analysis of 126 studies on thematic research areas of circular
economy by Hina et al. indicated that “time, manager’s interest, information and employ-
ees’ awareness have been recognized as resources for Circular Economy Business Model
implementation” ([83], p. 11), a gap in knowledge about which the authors recommended
be addressed. Based on the findings from our study, we suggest that the application and
utilization of the CDMT in practice might be one answer to address this gap by increas-
ing information exchange, aligning values, and raising awareness about the highest-quality
contributions to a circular economy. The results of our workshops indicated that CDMT
could also act as a boundary object for different actors in decision-making collectives,
which may help reduce fragmentation across disciplines and create a common framing for
scientific dialogue.

This exploratory study on the CDMT showed us that the tool is also not without its
contestations. It does not offer a comprehensive economic analysis, as some participants
from the workshops suggested should be the most important consideration. Interestingly,
the most commonly used existing circularity frameworks also miss these economic aspects,
so we consider the CDMT as the next developed step by helping to operationalize preferred
pathways and addressing acceleration potential. One of the assumptions of the application
of the CDMT is that the user is looking for the highest-quality circularity innovation. So,
while the CDMT might assist in business model creation, it is not a recipe for this. It is
designed to help the user who prioritizes circularity—and also does incorporate economic
considerations—but it is not designed to select the most profitable innovation that may still
be considered circular. We recognize that this may make it less popular in practice, in the
still highly linear profit-driven economy regime. Still, as resources decline and virgin mate-
rial costs rise, it may become ever more important to consider circularity as a top priority,
and it could be economically beneficial over the long term to be a circular frontrunner in
this regard.

Similarly, discussions on the processing of waste affecting social implications for the
positive or negative, for example, were not addressed in this first version of the tool. Holtz
et al. state that “a single model therefore can hardly achieve the goals of completeness
and detailedness” ([84], p. 50). This is due to the tradeoff between generality and context
specificity of real-world transitions in models and frameworks, identified for example in
theoretical literature on transitions by McDowall and Geels [40]. The CDMT was designed
to cut through complexity to assist and guide its users through circular decisions. In simpli-
fying some aspects of the decision, some factors have been condensed or left out. This was
an intentional decision during the design of the tree, because incorporating too much com-
plexity into the tool would eventually render it unusable. This condensing and simplifying
of included considerations are always necessary for the first versions of tools and frame-
works [40, 85], so further variables or social considerations should be taken up in a future
research agenda. To offer increased transparency, aspects that have been excluded from this
first version of the framework can be found in the Appendix.

For example, chemical waste is not directly considered in the CDMT. We found this to
be less directly relevant for this first, more general CDMT design. However, this might be a
critical factor for those working in the chemical field. Thus, we direct users to first examine
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the tool and its related assumptions to determine if it is appropriate in their sector before
implementing it in their field. We also believe that future researchers can build on our 1.0
version of the CDMT. This might include experimenting with more depth in the economic
consideration of the tree, or dissecting the reflexive column of the tool: questioning in what
contexts can key factors be identified, and examining if and how scenarios be constructed.
Relatedly, we recommend researchers to test the CDMT in various sectors and fields, who
may build on our work by adopting this general CDMT and adapting it to include perti-
nent variables to their respective fields. Future researchers might develop industry-specific
adaptations of the CDMT answering, for example, what secondary resource use would help
their particular industry co-evolve towards circularity and sustainability.

Limitations and Potential for Future Research

Our research was not without its limitations. For example, the workshops were replicated
in four different contexts—but due to external factors, they were not exact copies of each
other, e.g., in number of participants. These factors included the COVID-19 pandemic (no
traveling was possible, so we could not do the empirical work and on-site observations as
we had hoped), language barriers (the Brazilian focus group workshop was conducted by
our project partners in Portuguese, who also translated the CDMT to Portuguese for this
purpose—we authors could not personally present in this setting because we do not speak
Portuguese), and what can be named issues of social justice (actors in the Brazilian and
South African contexts had primarily poor access to high-speed internet, which limited
the number of possible participants). In line with our pragmatic approach, we do not make
conclusive statements about the generalizability or applicability of the CDMT in multi-
ple socio-geopolitical contexts. Yet, the results do present some evidence that the CDMT
might be useful in various distinct contexts. Even with less than perfect replication of set-
tings, we were able to gain local insight in various distinct contexts, which we believe still
serves to improve the reliability factor of the CDMT.

In our analysis, we employed the human-as-instrument method—which we believe was
preferable to a coding software, for the ability to pick up on crucial non-verbal communica-
tion—but there is the possibility for human error or bias to enter here. While we tried to
be as objective as possible, it is important for the reader of the study to keep in mind. This
can also be said for the influence of some participants on others during the focus groups:
“Doubts exist about the extent to which both the moderator and the ‘group effect’ influ-
ence individual participation in a focus group discussion. A comparative advantage of the
focus group, however, is its ability to enable researchers to identify quickly the full range
of perspectives held by the respondents. Moreover, the interactional, synergistic nature of
the focus group allows participants to clarify or expand upon their contributions to the dis-
cussion in the light of points raised by other participants, thus expanding on contributions
that might be left underdeveloped in an in-depth interview” ([59], p. 504). In choosing the
methods for our study, we expected that the results gained from a fruitful group discussion
would outweigh the risks of this workshop approach.

The CDMT tool itself may have practical limitations, since some decision-makers might
still not know the answers to some of the questions posed in the framework. Even when
all choices and information are clear, decision-makers may still be unable to implement its
logics in practice—based on path dependencies, vested financial interests, power dynam-
ics, or contractual obligations. These dilemmas are characteristic of most desired sustain-
ability transitions, and they are difficult to overcome. That said, what we offer in this paper
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is one tool that may assist decision-makers in more carefully considering and navigating
through tensions and dilemmas that decision-makers in a circular context may experience.
In its first form presented here, the CDMT may offer more conceptual insight and aware-
ness about quality of circularity and diffusion potential. Additional contexts for applying
the tool named in the workshops include group management decisions, conversation-
starting across and within departments, and for adding transparency and value alignment
throughout value chains—which may potentially help address some of the related barriers
of transitioning to a circular economy.

Concluding Remarks

In our research, we combined theory from the fields of circular economy, transition man-
agement, industrial ecology, and decision-making to form a framework for decision-mak-
ing towards a circular economy. By arguing for a new decision-making paradigm and offer-
ing an operational tool for navigating this logic in policy, practice, and society, we aimed
to narrow the gap between scientific literature and practice through the creation and design
of the CDMT framework. The guiding CDMT scheme built around the CDM logic was
developed to improve upon existing circularity frameworks like the waste hierarchy and
R-imperatives by directing decision-makers towards preferred circular initiatives, incorpo-
rating considerations such as diffusion and scaling potential, and emphasizing monitoring
and evaluation of the impact of the selected initiative after a period of its implementation.
The CDMT was intended to help actors select between circular innovations or proposals
through a hierarchical process addressing highest-quality circularity and diffusion poten-
tial, while allowing for autonomy and flexibility in the decision-making. Through a series
of focus group workshops, we enriched the first version of the tool and validated its internal
logics and design esthetic by testing it with stakeholders in various geopolitical contexts.

From the results of our exploratory study, we see the CDMT as a conceptual and opera-
tional contribution to the current scientific debate in the governance of transitioning to cir-
cular economy, and it may add to practice by offering an improved mapping of decisions
and collaborative orientation in decision-making involving multiple actors or organiza-
tions. It is clear that there is a diversity of pathways for transitioning from linear to circular
economy, and there are internal and external barriers to the transition to an economy where
circular systems are the norm. In its current form, the CDMT may already help lessen the
gap between science and policy by providing orientation during decisions concerning cir-
cularity, communicating a hierarchy of preferable contributions in varying impact levels to
CE, drawing attention to dilemmas and uncertainties in circular decision-making, incorpo-
rating considerations of diffusion or acceleration potential, and stimulating self-reflection
and debate across sectors and societal domains. In conclusion, we believe this explora-
tory study has filled its purpose in developing and testing a new CDM logic and related
framework that add to science and practice, and we recommend that future versions of
the CDMT be developed to highlight other dimensions of sustainability and sector-specific
constructs, building on our original work.
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Appendix
CDMT figure assumptions.

e By “scaling,” we refer to human, material, and financial resources/capacity to scale
(economies of scales, limits to growth, etc.).
Energy requirements are implicitly but not explicitly weighed.
There is not a huge tradeoff with energy use, chemicals, or other environmentally harm-
ful manifestations of burden shifting.
e Social dimension of sustainable development is not integrated (e.g., implications for
labor force).
e All other components/factors remain reasonably constant (e.g., enormous transporta-
tion demands are not needed to receive the new material substituted).
Recycling and material processing cause material and energy losses.
Distinction of technical versus biological cycles is not central.
Questions of material purity and absence of toxicity are not explicitly addressed.
Industry-specific critical sustainability challenges or material resource shortages should
be developed in future industry-specific research.
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