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CIRCLE Policy Brief #1:  

Research funders at national and EU level 
 

________________________________________________________ 

Executive Summary 

The transition from a linear to a circular 
economy is a complex process and requires 
the involvement of policy makers and 
stakeholders in agriculture, forestry, and 
aquaculture (AFA). Food, water, and 
nutrients are among the core foci of the 
European Circular Economy Action Plan 
(European Commission, 2020). The Action 
Plan underlines the necessity of a broader, 
cross-sectoral understanding linking 
bioresource flow in the AFA sectors to 
promote increased circularity in the 
economy. Hence it is important to promote 
loop-closing practices and business models 
organised around circular resource use in 
value chains, which are embedded in 
supportive collaborative arrangements and 
policy frameworks at both regional and 
national levels. 

Governments that state specific 
sustainability goals, including an ambition of 

increased circularity within the economy, 
should align priorities of national research 
funding programs so they reflect these goals 
and ambitions. In this process, 
interdisciplinary collaboration is key, and 
widely recognized as a tool for knowledge 
production in complex landscapes. The 
experience of the CIRCLE project suggests 
that interdisciplinary collaboration on the 
circular economy requires careful 
integration of different perspectives and 
management of conceptual and 
methodological differences. Funding 
authorities should reflect circular ambitions 
through their programs and calls and 
encourage the creation of platforms to share 
best practices and methodologies.   

Background/context 

The importance of interdisciplinary 
collaboration is widely recognised. The 
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strength of interdisciplinary collaboration is 
that it allows for the integration of different 
scientific and academic perspectives. 
However, it should be noted that the benefits 
associated with interdisciplinary 
collaboration are often discussed in 
conjunction with the challenges and 
tensions that arise when practitioners of 
different disciplines work together on the 
same issue. It has been suggested that 
alignment is more likely in cases where the 
disciplines already have some common 
conceptual ground. Unsurprisingly, few 
projects aim to and succeed at crossing the 
disciplinary boundary between the natural 
sciences, the social sciences, and 
humanities.    
 

Successful collaboration, however, is 
extremely important in the contemporary 
context of wicked problems. A wicked 
problem is a complex issue with no easy 
solution, where different viewpoints and 
constantly changing factors and causes 
make it difficult to address and frequently 
require a combination of technological and 
social solutions. A transition to a circular 
economy is one such area, which means 
that collaboration between different 
knowledge domains is important. This was 
the ambition of the project CIRCLE.  
 

However, collaborative work must happen in 
a specific methodological and management 
framework to deal with the challenges of 
interdisciplinary collaboration. 
Furthermore, funding bodies should be 
aware of this and create an environment that 
encourages researchers to outline and 
integrate plans for coordinating and 
facilitating interdisciplinary work in project 
proposals.  
 

 

Findings 

The experience of the CIRCLE project team 
suggests that interdisciplinary collaboration 
on the circular economy requires careful 
integration of different perspectives and 
management of conceptual and 
methodological differences. While some 
differences between different project teams 
can persist, their significance depends on 
the level of knowledge integration expected 
and necessary for the project. What is more, 
their resolution may happen over the course 
of the project, suggesting that project plans 
should allow for continuous learning. The 
literature indicates, however, that many 
purportedly interdisciplinary projects still 
tend to practice multidisciplinary which 
maintains disciplinary segregation.  
 
Our review of funding calls in the partner 
countries suggests an uneven picture 
regarding the available funding for 
interdisciplinary work on the circular 
economy. EU-level funding programmes 
explicitly address the circular economy. 
There are references to the need for circular 
and sustainable economies in strategic 
documents of partner countries and the 
need for research and innovation is 
highlighted. However, this is not always 
reflected in the funding calls for scientific 
research. The same is true of 
interdisciplinary work. While 
interdisciplinarity is mentioned, it is not a 
priority of funding calls, and we note that 
criteria for assessing interdisciplinary work 
are general complicating the assessment of 
the viability of interdisciplinary projects.  
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Key recommendations 

Align priorities of national funding 
programs with the goal of achieving 
sustainable and circular bio-economies 
and encouraging interdisciplinary 
research. While the role of interdisciplinary 
research on the circular economy is 
acknowledged, specific instruments and 
funding calls could strengthen the 
perception that is necessary and valued.  

Promote calls that hinge on the combined 
expertise of social scientists, natural 
scientists, and humanities scholars. This 
may encourage explicit engagement with 
wicked problems that require (i) an in-depth 
understanding of natural and social systems 
and (ii) insights into the viability of specific 
technological solutions in specific socio-
economic contexts. This can lead to a more 
holistic and impactful understanding of the 
circular economy and the necessary and 
possible transformations in current 
production systems.   

Develop criteria for evaluating 
interdisciplinary projects that focus on 
procedures for integrating disciplinary 
knowledge and clarifying the specific 
relevance of the disciplinary knowledges 
involved. Evaluators should determine 

whether proposals clearly articulate a plan 
for collaboration between teams, ensuring 
effective communication and integration of 
perspectives and justifying the contribution 
of different disciplines to address the 
research topic. This will encourage 
researchers to clarify the crucial points of 
intersection between various disciplines and 
show how the proposal in question bridges 
the gap between the environmental benefits 
(natural sciences) and the social and 
economic feasibility (social sciences) of 
transitioning to a circular economy.  

Encourage the creation of platforms to 
share best practices and methodologies in 
interdisciplinary research on the circular 
economy. This will allow subsequent 
projects to benefit from the collective 
experience of the research community. This 
can range from different disciplinary 
compositions to projects dealing with 
different resource types (e.g. bioresources, 
plastic).  
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The CIRCLE project 

CIRCLE – Promoting collaboration for sustainable and circular use of bioresources across 
agriculture, forestry, and aquaculture (AFA) aims to develop an interdisciplinary perspective on 
the circular economy in the Baltic-Nordic region by integrating insights from sociology, 
economics, philosophy, political science, and environmental science. The emphasis is placed on 
the use of by-products (bio-resources) generated as part of primary production in the AFA sectors, 
and across the sectoral boundaries to explore the underlying models of socially and commercially 
driven collaborations, and the factors facilitating and hindering the development and wider use of 
circular practices and collaborative arrangements thereof. 

The project has designed a series of 6 policy briefs addressing different areas and target groups 
for intervention within the circular bioresource flow in agriculture, forestry, and aquaculture 
sectors. The recommendations are based on a comprehensive approach of data collection and 
stakeholder engagement in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Norway, as well as Ukraine. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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CIRLCE “Promoting collaboration for sustainable and circular use of bioresources across 
agriculture, forestry, and aquaculture” is an interdisciplinary research project funded within the 
Baltic Research Programme of European Economic Area Grants. Project No. 
EEZ/BPP/VIAA/2021/9.  
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