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CIRCLE Policy Brief #4: Consumer Perspectives 
and Engagements in Circular Economy Practices 
 

________________________________________________________ 

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. 

Consumers play an important role in 
unlocking the full potential of circularity in 
the economy, both through demanding 
circular products and services, and as 
change agents in the society. In the Circle 

project, consumer perspectives and 
engagements were studied in a series of 
focus groups and (supplementing) 
interviews in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Norway, and Ukraine. We asked how 
consumers understand the concept of 
circular economy and which drivers and 
barriers towards practicing circularity at a 
household level exists. Consumers in 
general are conducting several circular 
activities across countries, for instance 
recycling and composting, but without using 
the term circular. They express values of 
sustainable and responsible consumption, 
and that influence from family and friends, 
peers, and social media is important for 
changed consumer behaviour. Policy makers 
should focus more on improved labelling of 
circular products and services and 
affordability. Governments should act more 
proactive and promote circular practices for 
consumers and businesses through 
regulations and the use of financial policy 
instruments. 
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Background/context 

In this policy brief the focus is on consumer 
perspectives and existing engagements in 
cross-sectoral circular economies. A deeper 
understanding of consumer perceptions and 
viewpoints can facilitate the development of 
appropriate circular practices, the 
evaluation of market conditions for circular 
products and services and identify best 
practices for circular economy adoption. In 
Circle we have aimed for understanding 
ways in which consumers understand their 
agency and place in the broader economy. In 
Circle we asked how consumers engage with 
the circular economy in their behaviour, 
understand the concept of circular economy 
as it is presented in media and policy 
documents, and what the key drivers and 
roadblocks to practicing circularity at an 
individual/household level are. 

In a series of 4 focus groups in Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, and Norway, and 36 
interviews in the same countries, in addition 
to Ukraine, we collected the positions, 
opinions, knowledge, and advice among a 
variety of respondents. Even though the 
results are not representative for the 
population as a whole due to sampling 
methods and size, the focus groups and 
interviews provide detailed insight and new 
knowledge regarding consumer responses to 
circular initiatives. 

 

Findings 

Respondents, regardless of their awareness 
of the term “circular economy,” actively 
practiced circularity such waste 
management (including sorting and 
recycling), composting, avoiding single-use 
products and packaging, 
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and buying/acquiring second-hand products 
or selling/giving away (incl. clothes). 

Consumers were motivated by a 
combination of values (e.g. family health and 
responsibility for others and nature, and 
concerns about consumerism, waste, and 
pollution) as well as practical concerns such 
as saving money. Social relations, traditional 
and social media is important in shaping 
consumer awareness. High costs of circular 
and sustainable products were a common 
concern, especially when coupled with what 
some perceived as lower product quality. 
Many respondents hoped for more proactive 
government involvement in promoting 
circular practices for consumers and 
businesses. The respondents pointed at 
several barriers, for instance lack of 
knowledge of which products and services 
are circular, trust and accuracy linked to 
labelling, and lack of infrastructure that can 
help adoption of circular practices and 
products. 
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Key recommendations 

• Comprehensive national campaigns 
to promote consumer awareness 
about circular practices, products, 
and services, including information 
sharing platforms with state-of-the-
art knowledge and utilization of 
social media. 

• Make labelling of circular products 
mandatory, with strict requirements, 
in order to improve labelling quality 
and boost trust among consumers. 

• More active use of financial policy 
instruments and measures, such as 
taxes and revenues, and subsidies 
when applicable, to increase 
affordability of circular products and 
services. One example is reduced 
VAT for circular products. 

• Improve and increase support for 
recycling infrastructure. Experts, 
particularly in Lithuania and Latvia, 

share concerns about the state of 
biowaste separating and advocate 
for governments to invest in building 
infrastructure that would make 
waste sorting significantly more 
accessible and user-friendly for 
households and allow for more 
fractions to be sorted out for reuse or 
recycling. 

• Develop gender-sensitive policies, 
aimed at e.g. reducing gender-based 
knowledge gaps and avoid circular 
practices that often place additional 
demands on women in households. 

• Support local and regional level 
initiatives. Inclusive, well-
coordinated, and mission-driven 
local initiatives such as community 
gardens or seedling sharing have the 
potential to increase awareness and 
public support for circular practices 
and their adoption among 
consumers. 

 

________________________________________________________ 

 

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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Project website:https://circle-eea.eu/ 

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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