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1. Introduction 

1.1. Conceptual Foundations 

Despite the growing attention to the circular economy within bioeconomy in policymaking and business 

community, there remains a significant gap in the scholarly studies of consumer perspectives within this 

context. Much of the existing literature predominantly focuses on technological, organizational, 

regulatory and financial aspects, thus neglecting the consumer and social aspects of circularity (Gregson 

et al. 2015). This narrow scope of research has led to criticisms from scholars like Morrow and Davies 

(2020), who argue that the prevailing bias in the current literature leans towards a “technoscientific and 

capitalocentric” perspective (530). Other studies, including those by Hobson (2016), Hobson and Lynch 

(2016), Calisto Friant et al. (2020), Millar et al. (2019), and Murreau et al. (2017), further criticized the 

existing approaches for reproducing a top-down, industry-centered approaches that exclude the public 

from meaningful participation in both policymaking and circularity practices. 

As the title “Consumer Perspectives and Existing Engagements in Cross-Sectoral Circular Economies” 

suggests, T4.2 aims to address this research gap by focusing on consumer perspectives and potential 

engagements with circular economies in the context of bioeconomy. This deeper understanding of 

consumer viewpoints and positionality can subsequently facilitate the development of appropriate 

Circular Business Initiatives (CBI) models, the evaluation of market conditions for CBIs, and the 

identification of best practices for circular economy adoption. 

Conceptually, the goal of T4.2 is not simply to collect empirical data on how consumers view particular 

products, but also to study the ways in which consumers understand their agency and place in the broader 

economy. To the extent that we study consumer identities and positionality, such an approach can be 

framed as a sociological investigation focusing on consumers’ relationship to the circular economy in the 

context of bioeconomy. 

Within CIRCLE, T4.2 is part of the overarching goal of WP4, namely, to identify potential overlaps between 

policies and innovations in business and technologies related to cross-sectoral circularity and locally 

existing, historically embedded practices, including those of local consumers.  

T4.2 contributes consumer perspectives to the case studies performed in WP3. In developing policy-

oriented summaries, it also links and contributes to WP4’s agenda to study governance of cross-sectoral 

circularity. In short, T4.2 brings a consumer perspective to multi-level analysis of the circular economy 

pursued in CIRCLE. 

  

1.2. Key Findings 

• Respondents, regardless of their awareness of the term “circular economy,” actively practiced 

circularity such as composting, recycling, waste sorting, and volunteering. 

• Family members and peer pressure were influential in developing circularity-related skills and 

routines, even as traditional and digital media, as well as influencers played a role in shaping 

consumer awareness.  

• The use of labels to inform consumers about circularity-based production practices was generally 

well-received, though concerns about trusting certification processes and greenwashing were 

also widespread. 



 
 

• Consumers were motivated to practice circularity by a combination of values like family health, 

responsibility for others and non-human nature, and concerns about consumerism, waste, and 

pollution as well as practical concerns such as saving money. 

• High costs of circular and sustainable products were a common concern, especially when coupled 

with what some perceived as lower product quality. 

• The proliferation of conflicting information and deceptive marketing practices in sustainability 

and circularity-related products and services eroded trust and discouraged adoption. 

• Many respondents hoped for more proactive government involvement in promoting circular 

practices for consumers and businesses. 

• Recognizing that circular practices in households often place additional demands on women, 

gender-specific needs and roles need to be addressed in policymaking and CBIs seeking to 

increase circularity uptake. 

 

Note: The findings presented in this report should be interpreted with caution due to the limitations 

inherent in our study's methodology. We conducted a total of 36 interviews and 4 focus groups, which 

may not represent the entire population accurately. Additionally, our sample was obtained through non-

random sampling methods, potentially introducing selection bias, and therefore, the generalizability of 

the results to broader populations may be limited. More information on the data and methodology is 

provided in the following section. 

 

2. Methodology and Data 

2.1. Overview 

T4.2 was operationalized in terms of three sets of empirical questions: 

1. How do consumers engage with the circular economy in their behaviors, particularly in relation 

to bioeconomy? 

2. How do they understand the concept of circular economy as it is presented in media debates and 

policy documents? 

3. What are the key drivers and roadblocks to practicing circularity at an individual/household level? 

 

To answer these questions, two research approaches were followed: 

• Conducting 6-8 interviews with consumers in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, and Ukraine.  

• Organizing focus group discussions involving 4-5 stakeholders, with one discussion in each of 

Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Norway. 

 

2.2. Relevant Definitions  

A consumer is a person who purchases or intends to purchase goods and/or services for personal use, 

including individual, social, family, and household use (based on Giese and Cote 2000; “Consumer” n.d.). 

Notably, in the context of the circular economy, not every company or CBI has consumers meeting this 

definition. For example, a company that processes organic waste into compost does not involve 



 
 

consumers. Therefore, the sample was expanded to include consumers beyond those representing CIRCLE 

case studies (see below). 

  

A stakeholder is a person or a group that relates, identifies and/or is involved with an organization or 

activity and therefore has an interest in its success (Crane and Ruebottom 2011; “Stakeholder” n.d.).  In 

the context of the circular economy, stakeholders are relevant constituencies that are directly and 

indirectly invested in circularity. These include but are not limited to the following:   

  

• Representatives of governmental and policy-making institutions concerned with 

economic and social welfare, national security, national economy growth, and 

preservation of natural resources among other functions. Includes representatives of 

appropriate ministries, elected officials/policy makers on the national, regional, 

municipality, and community level, civil servants, and administrators, among others.  

• Scientists and representatives of educational institutions contributing to the 

implementation of circularity principles in companies, researching various aspects of the 

circular economy, and/or benefiting from its implementation.  

• Representatives of companies participating in the CBI (preferably linked to CIRLCE case 

studies) purchasing, processing or otherwise participating in the circulation of products, 

byproducts, waste, knowledge, skills, and other components of production in CBI loops. 

• Local communities, non-governmental organizations, consumer associations, and 

individual activists engaged with the circular economy. These include representatives of 

local community boards, community members, representatives of non-governmental 

organizations, consumer associations.   

• Legal scholars and practitioners involved in 1) CBIs; 2) advocating for protection and 

inclusion of local communities, individuals, and ecological systems in the context of the 

circular economy.   

• Journalists, representatives of media organizations, and notable social media actors 

(influencers) directly engaged with the ideas and practice of circular bioresource use.  

  

2.3. Interviews: Sampling and Data Collection Procedures 

• Each country team conducted 6-8 semi-structured interviews. 

• The selection of interviewees aimed to represent all WP3 case studies per country, with an 

understanding that there were a number of CBIs that did not sell consumer products and were 

therefore not included in this part of the study. In some cases, the sample was expanded to 

include consumers beyond those representing case studies who shopped for products and 

otherwise engaged in relevant categories in bioeconomy. 

• Non-random probability sampling methods were employed. This involved recruitment through 

researchers’ social networks, social media, word of mouth, or the snowballing methodology 

(existing study participants help recruit additional participants). Every effort was made to create 

a sample that represented diverse age, gender, and educational background groups.  

• Semi-structured interviews typically lasted about an hour and a half to two hours and were 

conducted in person and/or online. 



 
 

• Prior to conducting interviews, a limited environmental scan of market conditions, including a 

quick assessment of the demand and supply of the product that consumers shopped for and 

engaged with, was completed. This helped with framing more relevant questions regarding the 

particular products consumers bought or otherwise engaged with.  

• Interviews and data collection were carried out in accordance with the EU and country-specific 

ethical research conduct requirements.  

• Each team was provided guiding questions. The specific wording of these questions was adapted 

by the interviewer to suit the local context and norms. Questions were grouped into the following 

categories: 1) Consumer awareness of CE; 2) Factors and values motivating consumer 

participation in CE; 3) Barriers to practicing CE; 4) Possible solutions for increasing consumer 

awareness and participation in CE. 

 

2.4. Interviews: Final Sample Characteristics and Discussion 

A total of n=36 interviews were completed with consumers aged 18-65+ in five countries: Estonia, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Norway, and Ukraine.  

Below is the table representing respondents by age: 

Age 

bracket 

Number of 

respondents 

18-25 7 

26-35 10 

36-45 8 

46-55 6 

56-65 4 

65+ 1 

Table 1: Respondent age ranges 

  

The largest age groups represented in the sample were between the ages of 26-35 and 36-45. These two 

groups represent 50% of the sample, or 18 out of 36 respondents. This group is an important target group 

for the efforts to promote the circular economy. Individuals in the 26-45 age group are at a critical life 

stage where they are likely to make significant consumption decisions. They are often establishing their 

households, making large purchases (e.g., homes, cars), and raising families. Moreover, behaviors 

established during this age range can have long-term consequences. Additionally, they are often tech-

savvy and can have relatively high disposable income, meaning that studying their attitudes and behaviors 

can provide insights into the future trajectory of consumption patterns. Therefore, overrepresentation of 

this group in the sample serves the overall goals and needs of the research project. 

  

Despite the efforts of all teams to develop a representative sample in terms of gender, 83% of all recruited 

respondents were women, while 17% were men: 

 

  



 
 

Gender Number of 

respondents 

F 30 

M 6 

Table 2: Respondent gender distribution 

  

It has been consistently demonstrated that women tend to be more concerned with environmental issues 

and actively engaged in various related initiatives. Their role as mothers and caretakers responsible for 

the health and wellbeing of families also makes them more aware of the negative impacts of pollution 

and other environmental problems (Bloodhart et al. 2020). Therefore, having a sample that includes 

significantly more women is advantageous in that it represents the population that tends to be more 

concerned with and active in relevant activities. Conceptually, the issue has notable research implications. 

First, it confirms that it important to be more cognizant of gender dynamics when seeking to promote 

circularity, particularly by attending to gender-specific concerns, experiences, and opportunities. 

 

Second and more importantly, household-based practices that relate to circularity such as shopping for 

food, managing waste, or working to extend the product lifespan entail additional work responsibilities 

that often fall in the category of “women’s responsibilities” (Bhattacharya 2017). In the scholarship on 

work, these tasks are conceptualized as social reproduction labors that include the work of maintaining 

daily biological functions such as feeding, cleaning, and caring, along with serving cultural, social, affective 

and educational functions that enable the reproduction of both the household and society as a whole 

(Ferguson 2020; Vogel 2018). Even in the Northern European context where women have historically held 

more power both at home and at work, and played significant roles in public life, they still tend to spend 

more time on social reproduction work (EIGE 2022). Following the gender mainstreaming approach, this 

suggests that policies and CBIs leading to additional work responsibilities need to be particularly attuned 

to gender inequalities.  

  

The final characteristic of the sample includes different educational levels among the participants. Below 

is the table summarizing educational levels of respondents along with the accompanying legend 

explaining each category:  

  

Education level Number of 

respondents 

Secondary 2 

Vocational 4 

Student 4 

University/college 11 

Post-grad student 2 

Post-graduate 13 

Table 3: Respondent educational levels 

  

Secondary = general education 

Vocational = secondary/basic professional training following secondary education 



 
 

Student = student at a university/higher education institution 

University/college = degree at post-secondary level 

Post-grad student = post-graduate degree in progress  

Post-graduate = degree at post-graduate level (e.g., Master’s, doctoral degrees) 

  

As Table 3 shows, the majority of respondents (72%) had completed graduate degrees in the form of 

university or college education with more than half (36% of a total) holding post-graduate diplomas such 

as master's or doctoral degrees. This can be attributed to the non-random sampling approach that led to 

researchers relying on their social networks to recruit participants. At the same time, the scholarship 

confirms that higher educational levels correlate with environmental and green values, meaning that the 

sample captures general tendencies in the population engaged in environmental issues (Lewis et al. 2018).  

 

Understanding the perspectives of consumers with post-secondary degrees is important for a number of 

reasons. Such individuals often hold influential positions in society. By understanding their perspectives, 

we can better advocate for circular economy principles at higher levels. Professionals with degrees are 

also more likely to become innovators, entrepreneurs, and leaders in various fields, meaning that their 

perspectives can provide new and unexpected perspectives on the circular economy. Finally, from the 

perspective of this research project, individuals with post-secondary education are equipped with 

communication and analytical skills leading to more thorough, articulate, and in-depth responses to 

interviewer questions. This in turn yields a more granular and analytically nuanced understanding of 

consumer positionality. Because education correlates with income, however, the notable drawback of 

oversampling those with post-secondary degrees is that voices of groups from the lower socio-economic 

statuses might not be heard. Therefore, future studies need to examine the perspectives of those with 

secondary and vocational education. 

To summarize, our sample is representative of relevant population trends. The oversampling of women 

and those with high education levels represents the relevant consumer base and wider prevalence of 

awareness and participation in environmental initiatives. The age range of 26-45 also captures a group 

that has the potential to engage in the circular economy both in the immediate and long term. 

  

2.5. Focus Groups: Sampling and Data Collection Procedures 

• Focus groups followed the non-random probability sampling methodologies. This involved 

targeted recruitment of representatives of different stakeholder categories (see 2.2. Relevant 

Definitions). Every effort was made to create a sample that represented different institutions. 

• Focus group discussions lasted about 2h – 2h 15min. 

• Focus groups took place in person or online. 

• Moderators were provided with guiding questions. 

• Ethical research guidelines were followed.  

• Guiding questions included the following topics: 1) Best practice and success stories of consumer 

participation in CE; 2) potential policy solutions, including institutional support, policies, and 

incentives.  



 
 

2.6. Focus Groups: Group Composition Characteristics 

A total of four focus groups were organized, with one group held in each country (Estonia, Latvia, 

Lithuania, and Norway). Below is the table summarizing institutional representation along with positions 

held by respondents. All representatives were directly involved and had extensive experience of working 

on CE: 

  

Position within an institution Number of participants 

Academia based researchers focusing on CE 4 

Ministry/government representatives directly involved in managing CE 3 

Project managers in academic and public sectors focusing on CE 2 

Representative of supranational governance institution focusing on 
Nordic development 

1 

Doctoral student studying CE 1 

Representative of an NGO advocating for public participation in CE 1 

General manager of a company practicing CE 1 

Financial adviser at a company supporting CE projects 1 

Business manager at a municipality focusing on CE 1 

Industry developer working on the regional level to promote CE 1 

Table 5. Focus group composition 

 

The overall numbers show that academics specializing in CE and ministry/government representatives 

engaged in promoting CE constituted the largest stakeholder category in discussions. When combined, 

they provided both inside and outside perspectives on governance and policymaking. The academic 

researchers brought their expert knowledge of the organizational, technical, and managerial challenges 

associated with CE implementation, while governmental representatives shared their deep understanding 

of regulations, policymaking, and challenges of public outreach. 

Furthermore, the presence of a representative from a supranational institution focused on Nordic region 

development, as well as contributions from an industry development professional working at the 

subnational regional level, brought an important multi-scalar dimension into our conversations. This 

diverse representation allowed us to consider CE from various governance levels and geographical 

contexts. Having participants with hands-on experience of CE implementation in both business and public 

context linked our discussion to practical matters. This included contributions from a financial adviser and 

business managers working in the private sector and within municipal government. The unique position 

of the doctoral student, who stays up to date of the latest developments in CE scholarship while actively 

collecting empirical data, served as a valuable bridge between research and practical application.  

Last but not least, the participation of a representative from a non-governmental organization (NGO) 

specializing in public engagement in CE projects gave voice to the concerns of consumers. This balanced 

the discussions by offering insights into the public’s views and expectations regarding CE initiatives. 

In short, the composition of our focus groups ensured that our discussions remained current and 

applicable to the evolving landscape of CE, particularly in the context of the efforts to understand and 

include consumers. 



 
 

3. Findings and Discussion 

3.1. Consumer Awareness of the Circular Economy 

 

Summary: 

• In all countries, practical awareness of circular practices was evident and practiced, irrespective 

of familiarity with the term itself. This included composting, recycling, waste sorting and 

management, and sustainable consumption practices (for a more detailed discussion, see 

“Practicing Circularity”). 

• Respondents associated the circular economy with sustainability, responsible consumption, 

practical sense, high-quality products, good taste, local food, caring about nature/where the food 

is coming from, short supply chains, and acting in a responsible way. 

• Due to the growing public awareness of the EU Waste Framework Directive that will require 

households to separate biowaste, many consumers in three Baltic states associate the circular 

economy with household waste management. 

• A common topic is the role of media as a source of information about the circular economy, with 

a mix of traditional (especially television), company websites, and social media (Instagram, 

Facebook) influence. The younger generation also discussed the growing interest in influencers. 

• Another important source of awareness is social networks, including peers through peer pressure 

and learning from family members.  

• Respondents responded positively to the usefulness of labels for communicating the methods of 

production to the consumers. 

• Consumer education was highlighted as an important arena for increasing awareness of circular 

practices. 

 

There were a number of similarities and differences in terms of consumer awareness among Estonia, 

Latvia, Lithuania, and Norway. In both Latvia and Lithuania, there was a practical awareness of circular 

practices, even though the term “circular economy” was unfamiliar to many. Estonian interlocutors 

showed a high level of awareness of the term “circular economy:” all respondents involved in the study 

were familiar with the term. Norway presented a more varied knowledge level, with some respondents 

well-informed about the circular economy. Informants could provide definitions, but the extent of 

knowledge varied. 

As expected, media, including television, newspapers, and online articles, played a significant role in 

shaping consumer awareness in all countries. However, there were different opinions about the role of 

social media. Respondents in Estonia and Lithuania pointed out the positive and negative influences of 

social media, with the platform being seen as a way for like-minded individuals to share ideas but also as 

a source of advertisements that may lead to overconsumption, misinformation, and greenwashing. In 

Norway, opinions on the role of social media varied by age, with younger respondents emphasizing the 

influence of social media influencers in promoting sustainable practices. 

  

Similarly, respondents expressed varying opinions on labeling of circular products, with concerns about 

the need for a universal definition of the circular economy that might become too technical and repeat 



 
 

problems associated with ecological certifications where each product has to meet different standards. 

Some informants found the proliferation of labels to be a problem: consumers often distrust new labels 

and perceive them as greenwashing. It can also have a negative effect on the overall sustainability goals 

when consumers, for example, decide not to buy products with or without certain labels. Historically, 

there has been an issue with expiration dates that often stops people from buying these otherwise safe 

products, which in turn leads to food waste. On the other hand, respondents emphasized access to 

important information that labels provide. Also related to food labels, several respondents expressed 

concern with higher prices of certified products and suggested creating a system in which the certification 

process does not result in increased prices. 

 

Overall, the interviews highlighted the practical understanding of the circular economy. Media played a 

pivotal role in shaping consumer awareness in all the countries, though differing opinions emerged 

regarding the impact of social media. With some important caveats, labels were noted as a potential area 

for increasing consumer awareness of and preference for circular products. These discussions underscore 

the importance of accessible information and affordable options in advancing circular practices. 

 

3.2. Motivations and Social Forces Fostering Circular Practices 

 

Summary: 

• The most frequently cited factors and values motivating consumers’ engagement with the circular 

economy include: 

• Care for the health of one’s family and future generations; 

• Concern regarding consumerism and waste; 

• Concern about the negative impact of human activity on the environment, including 

climate change, pollution, wildlife habitat destruction, and animal welfare issues; 

• Personal and collective responsibilities stemming from a sense of belonging to the global 

ecosystem and a shared future. 

• Community initiatives play an important role for individuals to learn and begin practicing 

circularity. 

• Skills acquired within families and peer pressure are significant drivers for practicing CE. 

• Practical reasons, such as operational infrastructures as well as financial considerations and 

convenience are key factors ensuring adoption of circular practices. So are laws and regulations. 

• Values of empathy and care for humanity, along with concerns for justice, translated into action. 

• Both positive and negative emotions were cited as motivating factors for action. 

  

In a similar way as with other categories of sustainable products, consumers link circular products to 

family values by associating green products with quality, safety, and environmental stewardship. This 

includes caring for their family by providing them with healthy foods, cleaning products, and other items, 

even though these products often come at premium prices. Simultaneously, consumers recognize the 

potential for circular products and circular business initiatives (CBIs) to have restorative capacities. They 

are motivated by their concern that future generations should not inherit environmental issues, 

emphasizing long-term sustainability beyond their immediate heirs. 



 
 

One of the most frequently cited motivating factors for respondents to change their consumption 

practices is their concern about waste resulting from overconsumption, the proliferation of single-use 

products, and extensive use of various packaging and plastic materials. For example, in a Norwegian 

interview, a farmer had to contend with the consequences of people littering plastics near agricultural 

fields. This litter contaminated the hay, which, when ingested, made her animals sick. Such immediate 

experiences of animal suffering motivate people like the farmer to take circularity seriously and practice 

it diligently. 

Feeling personal responsibility and caring for the environment and future generations is another 

important driver of adopting circular practices. In Latvia, the respondents did not differentiate between 

circularity and “responsible” consumption, smoothly transitioning between discussing circular production 

practices and the importance of buying local produce. In Lithuania, all interviewees emphasized their 

sense of responsibility for the environment, stemming from their direct experiences of the negative 

impact of human activities, feelings of empathy for non-human nature, or concerns over the wastefulness 

of the current system. Similarly, concerns about poverty and injustice are essential values related to 

circularity. 

Putting these values into practice, Estonian respondents discussed the importance of community 

initiatives that bring people together and inspire participants to practice circularity. Cited initiatives 

included a notable seedling-sharing project organized by a municipality, as well as a food-sharing scheme 

and other venues. These values resonate with practices and value of solidarity in Ukraine. Solidarity and 

responsibility for others form an important factor generating action. 

The Ukrainian case threw into stark relief the importance of functioning infrastructures. Without such 

infrastructures, recycling and other assumed forms of practicing circularity are not possible. The Ukrainian 

respondents also shared numerous examples of resilience demonstrating how challenging if unfortunate 

circumstances can lead to creative and efficient (incl. circular) use of all resources. For instance, the owner 

of the dog kennel used fur cuttings to create textiles for clothing and other products. Notably, the 

Ukrainian respondents expressed the same values and concerns that motivate consumers to limit their 

ecological footprint. This included a strong emphasis on individual and collective responsibility for nature 

and future generations, concerns about waste, pollution, and environmental destruction, including war 

inflicted damage, and a sense of being a part of the global ecosystem. 

Another social mechanism motivating consumers to practice circularity is family habits and peer pressure. 

Family practices provide household members with the skills and knowledge to enable circular practices. 

For example, if parents routinely sort paper and cardboard or biowaste, it “normalizes” the practice for 

their children. Similarly, having immediate friends and family practicing waste sorting, composting, and 

other household-based circular practices leads to consumers learning and adopting the same practices. 

Positive experiences in nature, such as the delight of being in nature, experiencing biodiversity, or even 

hearing birds singing along with noticing a clean environment, were essential motivators for respondents 

to continue practicing circularity. Surprisingly, negative emotions, such as fear for the future, guilt, and 

despair, have also proved to be effective in generating action. However, feeling overwhelmed and 

experiencing an overload of negative news had the opposite effect. 

Finally, laws requiring consumers to separate and recycle waste were also cited as a motivating factor. 



 
 

Table 6 provides a more detailed list of motivating factors and values listed across age groups. Importantly, 

due to a limited sample size and non-random sampling methods, it is not possible to draw conclusions 

about generational differences in values and the number of motivating factors. In other words, this 

presentation of data is provided for illustrative purposes only, aiming to offer a more granular view but 

not indicating group level distinctions. 

 

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+ 

* Climate change. 

* Collective 

responsibility for 

nature. 

* Concern with 

consumerism. 

* Concern with 

waste. 

* Environmental 

justice. 

* Fear for the 

future. 

* Learning from 

parents. 

* Way of 

practicing 

incremental 

change. 

* Negative 

economic 

consequences  

* Negative impact 

on the 

environment. 

* Sense of 

belonging to the 

global ecosystem.  

* Personal 

responsibility. 

* Resource 

overuse. 

* Seeing 

overflowing 

garbage 

containers. 

* Wanting to 

make reuse 

“cool.” 

* Values 

associated with 

vegetarianism. 

* Care for 

family.  

* Care for 

health. 

* Care for 

wildlife. 

* Concern with 

consumerism. 

* Concern with 

environmental 

pollution. 

* Delight in 

biodiversity. 

* Empathy for 

others and 

nature. 

* Importance of 

convenient 

infrastructures 

* Justice. 

* Need to move 

beyond 

anthropocentri-

sm. 

* Negative 

impact on the 

environment. 

* Personal 

experience (of 

living in Austria) 

* Personal 

responsibility. 

* Preference for 

local foods.  

* Makes 

financial sense. 

*Protecting 

nature. 

* Responsible 

consumption. 

* Sustainability. 

* Climate 

change. 

* Care for 

health. 

* Care for 

healthy food.  

* Care for the 

planet. 

* Creative use 

of resources. 

* Concern with 

environmental 

pollution. 

* Despair with 

the current 

state. 

* Laws and 

requirements. 

* Need to move 

beyond 

anthropocentri-

sm. 

* Personal 

responsibility. 

* Protecting 

nature. 

* Respect for 

the 

environment 

and non-human 

animals. 

* Responsibility 

for future 

generations. 

*Simple living 

values. 

* Sustainability. 

* Wanting to 

live in a clean 

environment. 

* Care for 

family. 

* Addressing 

the impact of 

the war in 

Ukraine. 

* Care for 

health. 

* Care for 

healthy food. 

* Care for soil.  

*Concern with 

consumerism. 

*Desire to tidy 

up the 

neighborhood. 

* Feeling the 

mission to bring 

positive change. 

* Need to save 

the planet for 

future 

generations.  

* Makes 

financial sense. 

* Support for 

local producers. 

* Sustainability. 

  

* Care for 

future 

generations. 

* Care for 

health.  

* Care for the 

planet. 

* Care of 

nature. 

* Cleaner home. 

* Concern with 

pollution of 

wilderness.  

* Delight in 

biodiversity. 

* Love of 

nature. 

* New 

economic 

opportunities 

* Respect for 

things. 

* Solidarity 

cutting across 

different 

groups. 

* Values 

associated with 

vegetarianism. 

  

  

* Care for 

health.  

* Better taste. 

* Sense of 

belonging to 

the global 

ecosystem. 

* Importance of 

using all 

resources 

efficiently. 

* Religious 

reasons. 

* Respect for 

nature. 



 
 

* Willingness to 

pay more.  

  

  

* Simple living 

values. 

* Waste 

reduction. 

* Willingness to 

pay more.  

* Values of an 

unpolluted 

environment. 

* Values 

associated with 

vegetarianism. 

  

  

  

Table 6. Motivations and values fostering circular practices by age groups 

Overall, values of care and responsibility for the non-human environment and future generations, 

combined with practical concerns about providing one’s family with healthy food and environment, saving 

money, and well-functioning infrastructures, served as primary motivating factors leading to decisions to 

use resources efficiently, reduce waste, work to extend lives of objects, volunteer in various initiatives, 

among other practices. 

 

3.3. Practicing Circularity  

 

Summary:  

• Waste sorting and recycling emerged as the most prevalent circular practices. Composting was 

another common practice, mostly among those with private homes. 

• Avoidance of single-use products and packaging when shopping are two other important practices 

among the respondents. This commitment manifested itself in various ways, such as using 

reusable bags in supermarkets and reusing single-use items whenever possible. 

• While only tangentially related to bioeconomy, most participants discussed their involvement in 

acquiring second-hand items, particularly clothing, and engaging in selling or gifting possessions 

to promote reuse. This indicates a growing awareness and concern about overconsumption. Many 

consumers were particularly aware of the need to extend the lifespan of products. 

• Food waste reduction and responsible consumption were common themes among the 

interviewees. Practices included careful planning of shopping lists and a general sense of 

responsibility. 

• Among those actively involved in volunteering, Ukrainian respondents had the most experience. 

Overall, volunteering activities related to environmental conservation, with individual and 

collective litter collection being a notable activity.  

 

The following list ranks circular practices by the number of participants engaged in each: 

 

 

 



 
 

CE practices Number of respondents 

discussing the practice 

Waste management (sorting and recycling) 25 

Composting  15 

Avoiding single-use products and packaging  14 

Buying/acquiring second-hand products or selling/giving 

away (incl. clothes) 

12 

Reusing single-use products  8 

Avoiding food waste  8 

Repairing clothes and other products (incl. upcycling)  7 

Abstinence from buying new things and investing in long 

lasting products  

5 

Volunteering for sustainability/circularity related events 5 

Picking up litter  5 

Using organic chemicals  3 

Using organic fertilizers  3 

Using reusable food packaging  3 

Buying local food products 2 

Choosing sustainable transportation  2 

Table 7. Circularity practices  

 

Among the most frequently cited circularity-based practices, the respondents mentioned household 

waste management, specifically sorting and recycling. This association is likely due to their perception of 

circular practices as centered around waste reduction and because of the ongoing public campaigns in the 

three Baltic states that emphasize the forthcoming requirement to separate biowaste in households, thus 

raising awareness among the consumers. A significant number of respondents have reported being 

involved in composting, primarily among those residing in private homes. 

Many interviewees were concerned with the proliferation of single-use products. They often spoke about 

how they avoided purchasing such products altogether. Another related practice focused on limiting 

packaging. A number of respondents discussed avoiding products contained in single-use containers or 

reusing such packaging whenever possible, such as by washing and reusing plastic bags. They have also 

brought their reusable bags to supermarkets and other stores and opted for refillable containers for 

products available in bulk, including food items and household products like laundry detergent.  

 

Common among the respondents was an interest in buying second-hand items, particularly clothing but 

also furniture. They also actively engaged in selling or gifting various items as a way to encourage reusing 

and extending the life of objects. A substantial number of interviewees also conveyed their interest in 

repairing clothing and upcycling various products. Within this group of participants, there was a smaller 

segment that firmly advocated for refraining from acquiring new items and instead investing in durable, 

long-lasting products. 

In the context of bioeconomy, respondents discussed their strategies to minimize food waste both within 

their households and restaurants/canteens. They felt responsible for consuming all food that has been 



 
 

sourced and prepared for their daily meals, a practice that required gaining new skills at home and 

preparation of shopping lists before going to the store to purchase groceries. 

The Ukrainian consumer interviews provided a stark illustration of the challenges posed by the ongoing 

war. This crisis has resulted in the extensive destruction of infrastructure, difficulties in procuring 

replacement parts, soaring prices for energy, food, and other commodities, and limited funds available 

for public projects. Consequently, the efforts to implement recycling programs, enhance the efficiency of 

waste management systems, and engage the public in the circular economy are confronting an uphill 

battle in this context. At the same time, war has also created conditions for creative and efficient resource 

use. Practices like soil restoration using organic fertilizers have witnessed a surge in popularity, offering a 

glimpse of resilience amidst adversity. 

Finally, the interviewees revealed their active involvement in volunteering activities that align with the 

goals of circularity. This included participation in environmental movements aimed at preserving forests 

and other natural resources, contributions to conservation projects, and activities such as litter cleanup. 

In summary, our interviews revealed a diverse range of circular economy practices embraced by 

individuals, including waste sorting, recycling, composting, reducing single-use products and packaging, 

acquiring second-hand items, and various efforts to reduce waste and promote responsible consumption. 

These findings underscore the significance of these practices in fostering a sustainable and circular 

economy. However, because consumers often did not consider these practices as a form of participation 

in CE, this also emphasizes the need for continued efforts to raise awareness and public support for 

circular practices. 

 

3.4. Barriers to Adopting Circularity Practices 

 

Summary: 

• Consumers often lack knowledge and experience of practicing circularity, while companies do 

little to popularize the concept. 

• Information about circular products and practices is confusing and sometimes conflicting. 

• Issues with greenwashing and consumer concerns with companies engaging in deceptive 

marketing.  

• Affordability of sustainable products and of engagement in circular practices is another barrier to 

adoption. 

• Limited availability of circular products and consumer experiences of poor product quality can be 

an issue.  

• There is a perceived lack of governmental involvement and support for circular practices and 

initiatives. In some cases, existing policies work against and even prohibit circularity. 

• Lack of essential or easily accessible infrastructure hinders adoption of circular practices and 

products.  

• Engrained routines and habits lead to continuing unsustainable practices. Consumers often find 

such practices more convenient and significantly less time-consuming. 

 



 
 

The below table presents the list of key barriers to adopting circularity practices covered in interviews by 

the number of respondents: 

  

Barrier Number of respondents 

Lack of knowledge/skills  14 

High prices/added costs 11 

Lack of appropriate infrastructure  7 

Unsustainable habits  7 

Confusion surrounding circular/sustainable practices  6 

Lack of governmental support 5 

Greenwashing/lack of trust in companies 4 

Convenience of non-sustainable practices  4 

Lack of efforts to promote circularity in companies  2 

Cultural and social prejudices against the sustainable products  2 

Concerns with poor quality of circular products 2 

Concerns with added time and efforts to practice circularity 2 

Table 8. Barriers to adopting circular practices  

  

The most common roadblock to adopting circularity was the general lack of awareness and confusion over 

what constitutes CE and sustainability. Constantly shifting messaging and conflicting reports created 

uncertainty, which consumers found discouraging if not counterproductive. Examples of conflicting 

messaging include public discussions of leaf and paper waste burning.  

  

Related to the issue of uncertainty was the concern with greenwashing. Many consumers did not trust 

companies and found their marketing claims deceptive. This left them wondering whether the products 

were indeed what the advertising claimed them to be. Such a lack of trust extends to product labels, 

suggesting a significant distrust in certification processes. 

  

The high cost of sustainable products, including circular products, was another significant area of concern, 

with many respondents highlighting affordability as a major barrier to adopting circularity. Even as 

consumers were committed to following their principles and values, many balked at higher costs. For 

example, not only was it challenging to find restaurants offering vegetarian or vegan fare but switching to 

a new diet entailed additional costs and required time and effort investments, which might have led to 

many people not even trying to transition to a more sustainable diet.  

  

Related to the issue of affordability was also the concern with the quality of sustainable products. For 

instance, some biodegradable bags might not perform as well as plastic bags and they have been reported 

to have a particular smell. The dilemma that consumers face is why one should pay more for lower quality?  

  

Similarly, some consumers faced cultural objections and taste-based barriers to consuming circular 

products. These often included reservations about using second-hand products. For example, one of 

consumers in Norway said she bought second-hand clothes for her son but did not feel comfortable 

wearing them herself: she recognized this was irrational, but she just could not bring herself to do it.  



 
 

  

A notable number of respondents expressed dissatisfaction with government efforts, indicating a need 

for more proactive approach and initiatives. Several respondents pointed to the absence of necessary 

infrastructure as a significant roadblock, suggesting that systems needed for recycling, reusing and 

repairing are lacking. Issues ranged from simple lack of bins for waste separation to insufficient capacities 

at waste processing plants. A lack of space in densely populated urban areas created structural problems 

that governments needed to solve in order to find and maintain areas dedicated to composting. Even 

where the infrastructure was in place, some found it challenging to find relevant information. For 

example, in Latvia, consumers cited difficulties with finding information about disposal of less common 

items such as batteries, small electronic devices or car tires, which then resulted in consumers taking 

additional time and effort to practice circularity.  

  

Moreover, laws themselves can work against CE with regulations prohibiting circular practices. The case 

in point was the enforcement of Secondhand Trade Act in Norway. This issue underscores the need for 

concerted efforts to develop better regulations along with infrastructures and other forms of 

governmental support. 

  

Going back to household practices, the persistence of unsustainable habits was frequently cited as an 

issue for families seeking to transition to more sustainable lifestyles. This highlighted the challenge of 

changing deeply ingrained behaviors. At the same, the convenience of non-sustainable practices enabled 

by easy to access infrastructures makes the transition to circular practices even more challenging. 

Moreover, the ease of use of non-sustainable products and habituated practices stood in stark contrast 

to the additional time and efforts that circularity demands. Activities such as repairing, reusing, 

repurposing, upcycling and others require skills, additional resources such as spare parts and other 

materials that can be difficult to come by, and most importantly, time on the part of consumers. 

  

In addition to these concerns, there was also a general frustration with the lack of solidarity and 

cooperation in local communities undermining the transition to the circular economy on the collective 

level.  

  

Overall, these insights highlight the multifaceted nature of barriers to sustainability, with economic, 

educational, behavioral, and infrastructural aspects playing significant roles.   

 

4. Concluding Summary 
 

T4.2 provides insights into consumer perspectives, motivations, and barriers in relation to circular 

practices in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, and Ukraine. This conclusion briefly summarizes the key 

takeaways from the study to shed light on the state of circularity awareness and practices among 

consumers and offer implications for promoting sustainability and circularity in the future. 

Despite variation in the levels of awareness among the respondents, our findings show that consumers 

practice circularity, irrespective of their familiarity with the term “circular economy.” From composting 



 
 

and recycling to waste sorting and volunteering, individuals were actively engaged in practices that align 

with circular principles.  

Notably, respondents associated the circular economy with positive attributes such as sustainability, 

responsible consumption, high product quality, and a sense of localism. As expected, media, both 

traditional (television) and digital (company websites and social media platforms), played a significant role 

in shaping consumer awareness in all countries. Particularly among the younger generation, influencers 

on platforms like Instagram and Facebook gained prominence in shaping attitudes and behaviors. 

Importantly, family members and peer pressure also emerged as influential sources for developing 

circularity-related skills and routines. 

The use of labels as a communication tool for informing consumers was generally well-received, although 

there were some notable concerns with trusting certification processes. 

Consumers across the studied countries cited various social drivers and values underpinning their 

engagement with the circular economy. Among the most frequently discussed values, the focus was on 

care for family health and future generations and concerns about consumerism, waste, and the adverse 

impact of human activities on the environment, including climate change, pollution, wildlife habitat 

destruction, and animal welfare. Respondents in all countries highlighted individual and collective 

responsibility for the planet’s well-being. 

Community initiatives, family values, and peer pressure were found to be significant drivers for practicing 

circularity. Practical reasons, such as financial considerations and convenience, also played vital roles in 

motivating the adoption of circular practices. Government support and regulations were perceived as 

essential in driving circular initiatives.  

Notably, respondents reported both positive and negative emotions as motivators for action. Positive 

experiences of nature, such as being in biodiverse environments reinforced the importance of 

environmental stewardship. Conversely, fear for the future and guilt also surprisingly served as powerful 

drivers. 

Among the circular practices adopted by respondents, waste sorting and recycling emerged as the most 

prevalent. Composting, avoiding single-use products and packaging during shopping was another key 

practice, with consumers actively reusing items and embracing the idea of extending product lifespans. 

A significant number of participants were involved in acquiring second-hand items, especially clothing, as 

a means to combat overconsumption. Food waste reduction strategies included careful planning of 

shopping lists and adopting sustainable dietary habits. 

While consumers sought to implement circular practices into their daily routines, barriers to adopting 

circularity were also widely recognized. Among the key obstacles, consumers discussed the proliferation 

of conflicting information that created uncertainty and discouraged potential adopters. Similarly, 

deceptive marketing practices by companies, exaggerating their sustainability claims, eroded trust and 

mislead consumers. One of the most common concerns was the high cost of circular and sustainable 

products, especially in cases where consumers found issues with product quality.  

 



 
 

At the same time, focusing on their personal choices, respondents recognized their daily routines and the 

general convenience of unsustainable products and practices as a key challenge to change. They were also 

concerned with the lack of solidarity and cooperation in local communities. 

 

From a macro perspective, many respondents expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of government 

support and expressed hope that governments will become more proactive in supporting circular 

practices both for consumers and businesses. The absence of essential and easily accessible infrastructure 

was another area that called for governmental intervention.  

 

Finally, in the process of conducting research, it became clear that policies and research efforts aimed at 

promoting circularity in households have to be more attuned to gender roles so that they address gender-

specific needs. 

 

In conclusion, the findings reveal a widespread interest and practices of the circular economy, driven by 

a diverse range of motivations and values. While consumers have adopted various circular practices, 

significant barriers remain, such as a lack of knowledge, affordability concerns, and issues with product 

quality. 

The study underscores the need for continued consumer education, transparent labeling, and increased 

government support for circular practices along with recognition of gendered dimensions of practicing 

circularity in households. It also highlights the importance of fostering a sense of community and 

cooperation to overcome engrained habits and drive collective change. As the circular economy gains 

support and momentum in policymaking at local, national, and regional levels, understanding and 

addressing these factors will be crucial for the successful promotion of sustainable and circular practices 

in the future. 
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