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What are the main differences between linear and cyclical approaches to economic activity? Can a changeover from mainly linear to mainly cyclical be achieved by economic incentives and, if so, which types of incentive would you propose? 

                                                 
                                                        Linear & Cyclical Economy: 


Introduction: 

In the current year of 2023, a large percentage of the world is economically dominated by Capitalism: the economic system under which ‘’the trade and industry of a country are controlled by private owners for profit, influenced by private interest, supply, and demand’’ (Macey-Phillips, 2023). While the linear nature of the Capitalist model has been challenged by proposals of alternative variations (such as ‘’Sustainable Capitalism’’) Capitalism as we know it, dictates that much of the world lives within the parameters of a linear economy. Despite all our familiarity with the traditions, comforts and conveniences of these systems, in recent years criticisms of linear economic activity have greatly increased in popular discourse, with myriad arguments being made as to why change may be paramount to human and environmental sustainability around the globe. Why are so many voices increasingly speaking out against the linear approach to economic activity, and what (if any) is the ideal alternative? Could change be achieved? 

Linear Economy, Global Crisis & Inequity: 

A ‘linear economy’ could be described as a one-way system, in which natural resources are harvested and utilised to manufacture products that are used and then discarded, ultimately becoming waste. This fashion of ‘’take, make and discard’’ has long defined the lifestyles of many, particularly those within Capitalist sconomic Systems, so why is it being criticised by our modern thinkers? The answer is that whilst the repercussions of linear economic activity are far from new, the impact of such activity is being felt now more than ever before, and the wide-spread damage cannot be understated. 
















The environmental burden of humanity has been known to be accelerating since industrialisation (Sariatli, 2017) however it is now estimated that ‘’1.5 Planet Earths are needed to support our social, economic and demographic existence’’ (WWF, 2012). Put simply, the planet does not contain the resources required to maintain the rate in which we collectively use, discard and produce waste, and the futility of the situation affects us all. 

Furthermore, whilst the bleak reality of the global crisis we face is certainly an instrumental criticism against linear economic activity, there are further criticisms to be levelled against the linear economic model for its social inequity. Due to the nature of supply and demand, those that live within this system have been historically subjected to uneven distribution of wealth by geographic region (Sariatli, 2017). Many would argue that under Capitalism, resources have long been harvested from lower socio-economic regions, by those who inevitably exploit labourers and their providing countries in order to expand their own wealth and maintain their monopoly on the means of production. Karl Marx and Frederich Engels famously hypothesised that Capitalism would inevitably collapse due to its unsustainable nature (Marx & Engels, 1848) stressing that the social injustices of the Capitalist system would be its ultimate undoing. Perhaps even Marx and Engels, for all their criticisms of Capitalism could not themselves, in their lifetimes have anticipated just how devastatingly unsustainable the dominant linear economic activity would be. 

‘’Sustainable Capitalism’’:

It is clear that our present way of living in linear economic activity is unsustainable to say the least, though while it may seem obvious that change is necessary, there is still much discussion as to what changes must or even can be made in order to both reduce the environmental consequences of economic activity and still sustain a healthy economy. 

As previously mentioned, there are those who rather than oppose Capitalism entirely, would sooner challenge it to alter itself into a more sustainable model, one that tailors to not only profiteers and consumers but also the crucial demands of planet Earth. This form of Capitalism would ideally be a greener means of living, being more environmentally conscious whilst maintaining many aspects of the system we are so familiar with. In order for Sustainable Capitalism to work towards a greener outcome, it is argued that we must target corporate activity first and foremost. At present, over 80% of the global power supply can be attributed to the use of fossil fuels (Marsh, 2022). Manufacturers that power their facilities using coal and oil therefore massively contribute to atmospheric degradation (Marsh, 2022). Whilst it is still imperative to hold consumers to account, it could be argued that due to the nature of manufacturer-consumer relationships, if we can alter the former, change in the latter will follow. Whilst holding corporations to account seems like a simple solution in theory, it proves to be much more difficult to implement in practice. 





It is the role of governments to ensure that corporations are targeted when looking to reduce carbon and water footprints, however the issue becomes more difficult to manage when we consider that there are few regulations in place to support global environmental sustainability (Marsh, 2022). Despite The United Nations efforts to develop policies that support environmental harm reduction, many countries set their own regulations, remaining answerable to themselves. While some countries do in fact target corporate activity through what is called Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR), many corporations are guilty of finding legal loopholes, and committing ‘greenwashing’. Greenwashing as a term describes the corporate act of deceiving consumers into thinking a company, process or product is less environmentally harmful than it actually is. This is often carried out through insidious marketing campaigns, the use of fine print and the omission of information. And so, whilst Extended Producer Responsibility may demand that a company be held accountable for pollution their products generate throughout their life cycles, companies such as Amazon operate with limited transparency regarding their product’s impact (Marsh, 2022). The consequences of the situation may be advertised as less harmful for the environment than it is, leaving the everyday consumer in a position in which they are incapable of determining how best to purchase responsibly, regardless of intention.

Furthermore, the goals of Sustainable Capitalism are in line with harm reduction rather than innovation or radical change. Whilst much of the damage already done to the planet could be considered irreversible to an extent, there are those who would argue that it is not enough to simply reduce or slow down the global effects we are having, that we must instead concentrate on finding new ways to both heal and outright prevent further harm. In order to prevent harm entirely, radical change is necessary. Many would argue that no form of Capitalism is capable of managing the colossal task at hand, as the linear economic activity at its roots would still be causing major (if reduced) damage. 

Cyclical Economy: 

The concept of cyclical (otherwise known as ‘circular’) economy can be traced back to Boulding (1966), who suggested to implement a cyclical ecological system in place of the wasteful linear economic model (Sariatli, 2017). A cyclical economic model depends on production that has as little an effect of the environment as possible, with aims to help reduce the amount of waste we produce and ultimately help heal the planet and avoid further harming it. In order for this shift to be successful, ‘’the notion governing production and consumption that ‘more is better’ needs to be entirely replaced by positive development in which markets work to automatically, systematically make things better both locally and globally’’ (Sariatli, 2017). This improved attitude centres around sustainability, underpinned by the three basic principles of: ‘’reduce, reuse recycle’’, a concept that by now, many of us are familiar with regardless of the extent to which we individually practice it. Much like within Sustainable Capitalism models, a cyclical economic model would need to largely hold corporations and manufacturers to strict regulations, ensuring that they reuse and correctly cycle 



waste in order to be more sustainable than a typical linear economic model. 

There are those who are sceptical of the process of replacing linear economic models with cyclical economic models, would argue that as it stands, we cannot know for certain the success or benefits of implementing cyclical systems. Millar states that we have ‘’an incomplete understanding of how its long-term effects differ from those of the “linear” economy’’ (Millar, et al. 2019) However, a number of efforts have been made around the world to trial and assess cyclical steps that could be taken. 

One suggestion as to how circular economic activities could benefit both the environment and the economy is the implementation of Industrial Symbiosis, a model for growth through circular economy. Industrial symbiosis is a method for using scarce materials more effectively and sustainably, representing a way for companies to lower both environmental impact and production expenses (State of Green, 2017). The benefits of this method would suit not only the needs of the planet, but of those concerned with profit and growth as well. Recorded benefits for companies that have tried and tested this method include a massive reduction in energy consumption, a substantial reduction of annual CO2 emissions, and a notable reduction in material use and waste (State of Green, 2017). Furthermore, by reducing the level of material input needed, the economy may save substantial money. For example, ‘’the EU may save up to 600 billion USD in material costs annually’’ if cyclical activities are effectively implemented (Sariatli, 2017). 

The Issue of Change:

With so many potential incentives for shifting from linear economic activity to cyclical economic activity, surely the solution to economically caused climate issues should be obvious. However, the process of change is often slow and not without resistance or reluctance. Mitra states that ‘’the brutal truth is that rational arguments alone don't change behaviour, even when people want to change…’’ arguing that instead, ‘’…communication, psychology and clever messages are needed to evoke the desired response’’ (Mitra, et al, 2011). This may be because many of us find comfort and stability in what we know, and with personal wealth and convenience in mind, corporations are often happy to encourage us to maintain the harmful status quo. Afterall, without the consumer demanding change, and manufacturer accountability, corporations can continue to cut corners, with minimal responsibilities and remain answerable to only themselves. If what Mitra proposes about ‘’clever messaging’’ and psychological targeting is true, then corporations have a great sway on our financial habits and decisions. If this is the case, then perhaps the issue is that reluctance from big corporations is what is preventing us from achieving change. Regardless of fault or blame, somewhere, somehow a standard must be set in order for us to transform our ways into a more sustainable way of living. 




Establishing Change, Proposals for the Future: 

All evidence suggests that change must start at ‘’the top’’: with the government, manufacturers and corporations. This is because a consumer can and will only do so much without incentive, and for everyday consumers, incentive comes from above. Whilst we may know that certain purchase, use and disposal habits we have are environmentally unfriendly, if these habits are encouraged or even ignored by those who provide our necessities and comforts, all with powerful marketing persuasion, they are unlikely to change.  ‘’The best green messaging 
combines both environmental betterment and value proposition to consumers’’ (Mitra, et al, 2011), therefore, corporations must use their powers of persuasion through marketing to appeal to consumers who require both moral gratification for helping the environment, and financial incentive to tailor their habits. Furthermore, consumers must be given convenient ways to reduce their waste. In the last two decades we have seen a significant shift in how everyday people all over Britain recycle their waste. Where once, all waste was destined for landfill sites, together often in black coloured bin bags, now each county across the country has a system for recycling various materials. The Vale of Glamorgan in Wales offers different colour coded bin bags to encourage separate disposal of ‘’co-mingled recycling’’, ‘’separated recycling’’, ‘’food waste’’, ‘’garden waste’’ and ‘’bulky waste’’ (Vale of Glamorgan Council, 2023). This system has gradually become the norm over time, ensuring change that lasts by creating a ‘’new normal’’ that is government enforced. Residents of the county and others like it understand that recycling this way takes little extra time or effort compared to the older method of disposing of all waste in one way, and is substantially better for the environment.

Similarly, in order for manufacturers and corporations to change their systems, they also need incentive from above: The government have the power to implement regulations and restrictions as well as providing incentives and the necessary information in order to encourage the manufacturers and corporations to change their processes. Manufacturers need to be well informed of the benefits of cyclical activities, such as the previously discussed financial opportunities that cyclical activity and reduced waste can yield. Furthermore, there need to be repercussions for actions such as deliberate dishonesty (in instances such as greenwashing) and failure to meet certain environmental standards. If the government can hold manufacturers and corporations to this stricter standard around the globe, reduction of waste and reduced use of harmful and scarce materials would substantially benefit the planet as we see a decrease in pollution. 

In order to make this mass shift easier for everyone involved, perhaps we could aim for a gradual transformation of values, actions and outcomes. Instead of seeing a drastic flip from system A to System B, perhaps we could move through a gradual transformative process. Maybe the best course of action is to begin tailoring Capitalism into its most sustainable form, implementing and encouraging Sustainable Capitalism to replace our current structure of Capitalism as our economic model. From there, we can implement more and more cyclical economic activities and methods into our everyday production and consumption and move towards a more circular economic model. 



Conclusions:

The issue of change in an environmental context is a difficult task to tackle, as normally, we could make the argument that lasting change and particularly outright transformation, cannot be achieved ‘’overnight’’. However, with the damage that the planet is sustaining every single day, and the catastrophic affects such harm is having on our homes, we also cannot stand idly 
by, simply waiting for change to occur. Action needs to be taken, starting at the very ‘’top’’, with 
world governments who must effectively work together to incentivise manufacturers and also the general public to follow more environmentally conscious regulations and ultimately change consumer habits. The answer may not lie in outright, rapid-speed systematic replacements, but steps and changes that can be made alongside one another I succession in order to prove the benefits of cyclical economic activity to those with the power to be the catalyst for widespread change. We must of course, all do our part as individuals, remembering to be more conscious of our purchases, consumption and waste, but much work is needed in order to reform the way in which we currently live. Governments, corporations and manufacturers have a responsibility to consumers and the planet to be transparent about their global environmental impact, and must use their persuasive arsenals of marketing tools to raise awareness of how exactly we can all live more sustainably, in order to reduce the weight we have on the Earth. 


















No corner of the globe is immune from the devastating consequences of climate change. Rising temperatures are fuelling environmental degradation, natural disasters, weather extremes, food and water insecurity, economic disruption, conflict, and terrorism. Sea levels are rising, the Arctic is melting, coral reefs are dying, oceans are acidifying, and forests are burning.             
                                                                                                              – United Nations, 2023.
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