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Towards circularity: exploring the challenges of going circular in a linear
economy. Identifying challenges and enablers closing the loop within the FMCG industry.

With the threat of climate change, biodiversity loss and scarcity of our natural resources (Hofmann, 2019) there has never been a more urgent time to transition into more sustainable systems. Moving away from the current linear flows of production and consumption (Geissdoerfer et al. 2017), towards a more circular economic system is imperative to ensure we can continue to meet the needs of the present without comprising the ability of future generations (Azizuddin, 2021).

The Circular Economy (CE) is widely discussed as being a much needed and urgent change in advancing towards a more sustainable future (OECD, 2021; Yang et al. 2018; McGinty, 2020; Azizuddin et al. 2021). The circular economy “offers a systemic response to the climate crisis” (ING, 2022). It is a system that looks to reduce the harmful traits of our existing linear model. Done so, by rethinking how we use and recover materials, limiting the extraction of finite resources, reducing the resources needed in the disposal of unwanted materials, and reducing the harmful effects waste disposal has on our natural world (Yang et al. 2018; McGinty, 2020).

Research Rationale & Plan

There is much evidence to prove that our current linear consumption and production methods must change, and with the circular economy expected to be worth $4.5 trillion by 2030 there is both a planetary and economic pull for businesses looking to future-proof their operation. So, why then, is the uptake of circular business still “lagging” with only 9% of the global economy being circular (Hartley et al. 2020)?  It is this inertia that motivates this proposed research. 

This research aims to identify the challenges in implementing circular operations, and the enabling factors that would encourage greater adoption of circular economy principles within the fast-moving consumer goods sector. 

Fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) is an important sector economically, it is characterised by multinational corporations selling high volume, low cost, mass products (Bocken et al. 2022), that are extremely resource-intensive with little consideration for their end of life. It is these characteristics which prove both challenging in adopting circular economy principles while also providing an opportunity to understand the enabling factors which can accelerate greater adoption of circular principles in this sector.  

The proposed research will be focused on the common themes discussed in literature exploring the circular economy, covering topics of supply chain management, business models, product design, policy, and consumer behaviour to holistically illustrate how “industry actors are affected by different drivers and barriers of CE” (Tura et al. 2019) through the collection of primary research. 

The research will be centred around the two following objectives:
· Identify the challenges businesses face in implementing circularity. 
· Determine the enabling factors to encourage greater implementation of circular economy principles. 

Literature Review

This next section will outline the concepts and principles of the circular economy frequently discussed within the CE literature.  

From Linear to Circular

Our current economic model known as a ‘linear’ model has been termed a make-use-throw-away-model (Planing, 2015) or take, make, waste system (Taylor, 2018) this relies upon the consumption of increasingly scarce resources and materials (Lucy et al. 2021). The linear economy is widely discussed to be the cause of significant environmental harm (Korhonen et al. 2018), such as biodiversity loss, pollution, resource depletion, and deforestation (Geissdoerfer et al. 2017; Fortier and Viens, 2018).  The fundamental need for an alternative to the current make-use-throw-away model has led to an emergence of a more circular economy (Planing, 2015). 

The circular economy represents a sustainable future by breaking the linear production model (Alonso-Muñoz et al. 2021), and developing a resilient and restorative supply chain loop. As Alonso- Muñoz et al. 2021) explain the functions of a circular system are reliant on established partnerships amongst many agents within a supply chain, requiring the application of many disciplines. It may be for this reason that the circular economy thus far has been studied broadly across many business disciplines. 

Business models 

Circular business models consider strategies around the reuse, recycle, and remanufacture of materials (Vegter et al. 2020). A circular business model requires a return flow from users back to producers (Linder and Williander, 2017). They are determined by the number of new products that come from used products or materials (Linder and Williander, 2017). Literature on circular business models focus primarily on value creation (Hofmann, 2019), in which the economic value of product or material is retained after use (Linder and Williander, 2017).  Bocken et al. (2022) explain the challenge in adopting circular business models is connecting the value proposition for customers with societal and environmental value considerations in a scalable manner. One way of achieving this is by adapting the ownership of products (Linder and Williander, 2017). Within the literature of circular business models, a new system called product-service-system (PSS) is discussed as a critical solution to a circular future (Circle Economy, 2023).  PSS ensure that producers retain ownership of products and provide the product as a service to customers through subscription or rental services (Circle Economy, 2023). PSS are of relevance for the FMCG sector because the focus moves away from the product itself, toward the satisfaction of the product which can be delivered through providing a service (Kuzmina et al. 2019). Scholars have comprehensively studied innovative business models as a move towards a CE (Oghazi and Rana, 2018). Yet, much of the CBM literature neglects to discuss the practicalities in adapting existing business models to create more circular ones (Urbinati et al. 2017). Oghazi and Rana (2018) rightly point out that PSS have many features that support resource reduction, yet they do not discuss closing the loop. 

Supply Chains 

Transitioning supply chains from linear to closed-loop models is integral in shifting to a circular economy (Yang et al. 2018).  A closed loop supply chain would ensure a decrease in the use of virgin materials, and a reliance on finite resources, by maintaining the value of materials and products after use or by reusing them (Oghazi and Rana, 2018). 

The forward supply chain from manufacturer to consumers is well established, it is the activities in the reverse supply chain that must be considered for a circular economy, these include collection, inspection, cleaning, remanufacture and redistribution (Urbinati et al. 2017). 

There are many challenges for businesses looking to adopt reverse supply chains. This requires a systemic approach to strategy and value creation which is likely to be an entirely new way of thinking for existing linear business models (Urbinati et al. 2022). 

In the linear economy consumers are the last actors within supply chains (Alonso-Muñoz et al. 2021), whereas in a circular economy they play an active role in the recovery and recycle of otherwise wasted products and materials. Urbinati et al. (2022) explain that reverse supply chains require cooperation amongst all actors in the supply chain, an element which would need to be aided by regulatory frameworks.

Policy 

Current rules and regulations are likely to hinder the circular economy transition (Oghazi and Rana, 2018). Policies are needed to motivate a shift away from virgin materials and instead focus on recycled materials.  Much of the existing policy considers the environmental output of an organisation (Hartley et al. 2020), while the input side is rarely addressed. A mix of policy across all stages of a products life cycle would better ensure resource efficiency and would allow for policy to be more aligned with circular principles. 

Governments are instrumental in raising awareness and changing attitudes, both of which are crucial factors in the transition to CE (Hartley et al. 2020). 

Hartley et al. (2020) find that whilst trade systems exist for waste material these are destined for recycling or landfill, we need policy to exist in establishing value from wasted materials. Hartley et al. (2020) also assert that tax breaks would help boost the competitiveness of CE-based products which would strengthen the financial case for a CE transition. 

FMCG 

FMCG’s are mass products consisting of food and drinks, clothing, personal care, and household items. They are designed at a low cost, with short lifespans and most often for singular use. It is for this reason Kuzmina et al. (2019) suggest there has been a lack of research into FMCG within the context of a circular economy, as Kuzmina et al. (2019) explain “research on the CE has a tendency towards durable goods, with less work on consumer goods”. Ellsworth-Krebs et al. (2022) agree stating, “literature to date neglects concrete practical examples that delve into what a transition to circularity would actually require”.  

With the FMCG sector being resource-intensive with a reliance on cheap virgin materials and very high waste output (Bocken et al. 2022) there is a significant opportunity to increase the adoption of CE principles within this sector. 

Methodology 

This research project will be grounded in interpretivist reflexivity, which recognizes that “we are part of the world we study, that we bring to any setting our own experiences, that there is a constant interaction between theory and data, and that these issues cannot be separated from each other” (May, 2011). The interpretivist approach of this research seeks to understand and explain the respondents’ views based on their own contexts, and experience of circular economy operations (Cameron and Price, 2009).

The adopted methodology will be a mixed method approach combining both quantitative and qualitative methods. Qualitative data can generate richer insights and understandings than quantitative research (Cameron and Price, 2009), and less shaped by preconceptions, which is an important consideration with this interpretivist research approach. Whereas quantitative data will be used to establish respondents’ level of awareness of the circular economy and their view on the importance of the challenges and enablers for greater adoption (Tebbatt-Adams et al. 2017). 

The data will be carried out in the form of an online survey.  The online survey will be distributed to a network of professionals and practitioners within the circular economy space, The survey will gather primary source data from practitioners currently engaged in circular business solutions. Targeting respondents that are already working in the circular economy is likely to provide comprehensive, practical data to enrich this research from lived experience. 

The survey will be available for completion over 2-month period. It is anticipated that the survey will reach 20-30 respondents. The survey will be comprised of two sections. The first section will ask closed-ended questions using a Likert scale to gauge the respondent’s level of awareness of the circular economy and their perceived importance to the challenges and enablers. These closed-ended questions with direct choices ensure the data collected is valid and accurate, omitting any misinformation which may be collected in the qualitative section (Desai and Reimers, 2019). These quantitative responses will be tabulated manually to provide averages for each topic area. 

The second section will ask open-ended questions which will require comprehensive, qualitative responses, providing the respondents an opportunity to input their own experiences and expectations. This mixed method approach will ensure the responses are as comprehensive as possible within the short timeframe the research will be carried out. 

The research will focus on existing topics already identified in literature; reverse logistics, resource recovery, policy, consumer behaviour and circular supply chains to determine the main systemic issues preventing wider adoption of circular economy. Whilst these topics will inform the types of questions asked, it is important to avoid bias from the researcher’s knowledge, therefore the survey will be designed to encourage open, unbiased, and comprehensive responses. 

Scope and constraints 
The primary research requires respondents that are already connected to the field of circular economy, thus the data collected has some form of bias, whilst their subject knowledge might be comprehensive providing detailed responses, there is wider scope to capture data and insights from those outside of the field, as they may have experience of more problematic barriers; barriers that have omitted them from being respondents within the field of circular economy within this research.  

Resources 
The university’s library, eResource’s, and wider internet should prove adequate for the majority of the research and analysis required for this research.

Ethics 
To ensure there is no harm to individuals or companies that participate in the research, careful consideration will be taken with ethics guiding the principles of the research (Hammersley, 2019). Participants will be made aware of the intention of the research before taking part, and all personal and company identities will remain confidential throughout the research (Della Porta and Keating 2008 and Hammersley, 2019).  All research carried out will be in accordance with the guidelines set out by University of Wales Trinity Saint David.
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