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[bookmark: _Toc61608568]EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report considers how the circular economy underpins responsible business in relation to the e-commerce business giant, Amazon. The report will highlight the ways in which Amazon is currently implementing operations in terms of its contributions to the circular economy and the challenges it faces and how those challenges will be achieved as short, medium and long-term goals.
[bookmark: _Toc61608569]INTRODUCTION 
[bookmark: _Hlk60843519]Consumerism is continually being promoted and exploited through human desire to buy more than one needs and to dispose of things rather than repair them. (Brand, R; 2018). This economic system known as the linear economy is essentially fueling a culture of consumerism. It focuses on the process of creating value by producing and selling as many products as quickly as possible which, once they reach the end of their economic life, are then discarded as waste and ultimately end up in landfill. (IGI Global 2021). For a long time, the world has followed this traditional ‘take-make-dispose’ approach, but it is unsustainable, and continuing at this rate, it will destroy the planet. (Ibid). The impact of so much waste being disposed of at landfill not only means that valuable materials are being buried, but it also means that further raw materials and resources must be extracted from the earth to make new products and materials to meet consumer demand; these resources will not last forever. This is having an extremely negative impact to the planet’s environment and its biodiversity. (Planet Ark, 2021). The linear economy has underpinned all business operations in some shape or form and was a suitable short-term plan, but with focus now on sustainability, this type of approach is just no longer feasible for business, people or the environment. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). 
The circular economy however is driving change and is underpinning responsibility in business. It is becoming the driving force in preventing waste by extracting the maximum value from products during the time they are in use and then regenerating/recycling these products and materials at the end of their economic life. (Wrap, 2021). 
The current ‘take-make-dispose’ culture aims to be redefined through the circular economy by way of removing the consumption of finite resources in terms of regenerating the planet’s natural systems, designing out waste and pollution and ensuring products and materials are reused, recycled and regenerated. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017).   
The linear economy’s approach has created an extremely wasteful culture and this method cannot sustain the planet’s growing population. (Sariatli, 2017). Where the linear economy focuses on the production and manufacture of goods at the expense of the planet’s natural resources and ecosystem, the circular economy aims to use the planet’s resources more efficiently for a much longer period of time with a clear focus on preventing waste and pollution through innovation and redesign. 
Another new way of thinking looks at the sharing economy and it can be said that both the circular economy and the sharing economy interconnect with one another and supports and compliments each other in terms of its innovative process. (Helsinki, 2019). The sharing economy model focuses on sharing, acquiring and/or providing goods and services to multiple people over an online community-based platform. (Investopedia, 2020). The concept behind the sharing economy encompasses a shift in ownership and instead looks at sharing, leasing and borrowing. (Helsinki, 2019).
The circular economy has bought about a new way of thinking and redesign of the current approaches being followed in terms of the linear economy but whereas the circular economy focuses more on the manufacture of goods, waste management and how goods are reused and regenerated, the sharing economy focuses on how these goods are utilised during their life span. (Ferguson, 2016). An example of the sharing economy is Airbnb which is an alternative option to hotel stays. Users can share the extra space within their own homes to travellers and use resources they already have rather than letting them go to waste. (Ibid). 
[bookmark: _Hlk61601049]This investigative report will attempt to consider how the principles of the circular economy underpin responsible business. The business chosen for this particular case study is Amazon and this report will highlight the ways in which this business already reflects the principles of the circular economy, the challenges it still faces and how those challenges could be achieved as a set of short, medium and long-term goals.
[bookmark: _Toc61608570]BACKGROUND INFORMATION - AMAZON
Originally an online book retailer, Amazon is now the world’s largest online marketplace and cloud service provider. (TechTarget, 2021). Amazon products include books, music, films, clothing, homewares, electronics, toys etc. and are sold directly or as the acting third party ‘middleman’ between various other retailers (who use Amazon as a platform to sell their goods) and its millions of consumers all over the world. (Hall, 2017).  Through innovation and design, Amazon also offer a range of their own electronic devices and digital technologies/media such as the ‘Kindle e-book reader, Kindle Fire tablet and Fire TV, a streaming media adapter’. (TechTarget, 2021). 
Amazon’s mission encompasses their passion to become the ‘Earth’s most customer centric company’. Through the internet and digital technology Amazon aims to provide its customers with an enhanced shopping experience, enabling them to locate and purchase anything imaginable for a competitive price, whilst enhancing the success of businesses and content creators. (Amazon, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc61608571]CIRCULAR ECONOMY CREDENTIALS
In 2019 Amazon co-founded the Climate Pledge in which the organisation aims to become net zero carbon by 2040, 10 years ahead of the Paris Agreement. (Amazon, 2021). 
Amazon have also already made some progress in becoming part of the circular economy in terms of reducing waste, increasing recycling and commissioning a repair, reuse and recycle initiative known as Amazon Second Chance. Their goal objective being to give more to the circular economy by way of reducing waste material that would ultimately end up in landfill. (Amazon, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc61608572]RECYCLING 
To reduce their environmental impact through recycling, Amazon are already rethinking their recycling infrastructure, redesigning and developing recyclable packaging and investing in various recycling initiatives. (Amazon, 2020). 
Amazon are currently working on developing infrastructure that focuses on materials not yet recyclable such as plastic film and silicone backing paper and is looking for alternative solutions to curbside recycling programs to recycle these materials. Their aim is to launch 55 fulfilment centres to aid with recycling and expects to recycle 7,000 tons of plastic film per annum as well as 1,500 tons of plastic which is already being recycled per annum across Europe. (Amazon, 2020). Amazon are also aiming to use more of its own recycled plastics in its operational processes, new products and packaging. (Ibid). In 2019, Amazon launched an innovative paper padded mailer, made of fully recyclable materials which is used for protecting products during their distribution. This type of packaging has been designed, not only to take up less space during transit, but also so that during the recycling process, the elements can be quickly and easily separated into the correct categories. (Quigg, 2019). 
Amazon are also working alongside The Recycling Partnership to support initiatives related to education, infrastructure and curbside recycling within the USA. (Amazon, 2020). $10 million has already been invested into the Closed Loop Infrastructure fund which supports recycling and other initiatives directly linked to the circular economy infrastructure within North America. This funding aims to increase the recycling of products and packaging while ensuring that the recycled material goes back into the manufacturing chain and diverts it from landfill. (Ibid). 
[bookmark: _Toc61608573]AMAZON SECOND CHANCE
To further support the circular economy and prevent so much waste at landfill, Amazon Second Chance offers a programme where customers can trade-in and repair/recycle their existing products, learn how to recycle Amazon packaging and purchase second-hand refurbished products. (Amazon, 2020). 
Amazon currently offer a trade-in initiative where customers can trade-in eligible unwanted electronic devices in exchange for a gift card to be spent on their website. These devices are then reconditioned or recycled into new products for resale. (Amazon, 2020). A further programme offered within the Amazon Second Chance initiative is the Amazon Warehouse, an online marketplace where customers can buy used products such as furniture, toys, clothes, kitchen appliances etc. This programme ensures that as many returned items as possible can be resold instead of being sent to landfill. (Ibid). 
Amazon encourages that customers attempt to fix their broken items before replacing them, returning them or disposing of them as waste.  Product support is offered on a select number of items and research suggests that this service is ever growing in terms of the products that support is offered upon. This service currently supports seven areas by way of offering technical support and assistance, replacement of parts and various repair services. (Amazon, 2020). 
The final element of this Second Chance initiative is Amazon’s assistance in supporting their customers with the responsible disposal of various Amazon packaging materials. Their website offers a helpful and informative fact sheet, detailing how and where to dispose of these materials. (Amazon, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc61608574]SUMMARY OF AMAZON’S CIRCULAR ECONOMY ACTIVITIES 
Amazon is considered as the world’s largest online retailer and although they have made some progress in becoming a part of the circular economy, it is clear from research carried out, that they still have a long way to go. Amazon are a trusted and reputable household name who ship their products to over 100 countries all over the world; their net sales in 2019 alone, amounted to $280,5 billion USD. (Statista, 2020). It is estimated that between 4 billion and 5 billion packages per annum are shipped globally (Brignall, 2019), suggesting enormous quantities of packaging material that require recycling and although a percentage of this packaging material is recyclable, research suggests that still, a large quantity is not. 
In 2019 it was confirmed that Amazon generated circa 500 million pounds of plastic packaging waste with 22 million pounds of this ending up in the world’s rivers and oceans. (Vetter, 2020). Matt Littlejohn, Senior Vice President of Oceana, an ocean conservation charity, reported that “The amount of plastic waste generated by the company is staggering and growing at a frightening rate”. A study, conducted by Oceana reported that much of Amazon’s plastic waste is not suitable for recycling therefore finds itself at landfill or within the planet’s waterways, including oceans and rivers. (Vetter, 2020). 
Amazon also took a dramatic step backwards in 2019 with the launch of a branded plastic envelope used in the shipment of products and, from the Amazon Second Chance information which inform customers how to recycle their Amazon packaging waste, this product is “not widely recycled”. (Brignall, 2019). 
Although Amazon is attempting to make some good progress in terms of its contribution to the circular economy, it would appear as though they are still falling short. IKEA, a well-known global home furnishing retailer are leading the way in sustainability and becoming circular in every aspect of their business. (IKEA, 2021). Over 60% of IKEA’s products and packaging are already 100% circular and are manufactured with renewable or recycled materials. IKEA promises that their entire product range will be circular by 2030. (Ibid). Circular products include rugs made from recycled plastic PET bottles and dyes to colour fabrics made from food waste such as nutshells and orange peels. (Lagoutte, 2019). IKEA also eliminated all single use plastics by January 2020 in products such as freezer bags, ice-cube bags, drinking straws and plastic covered paper plates and cups etc. (Ibid). 
[bookmark: _Toc61608575]CHALLENGES 
The SWOT Analysis contained within Appendix 1 has been carried out to help understand the challenges that Amazon face and how best to implement strategies that prioritise these challenges over the short, medium and long term. From the analysis, solutions and/or key objectives will be suggested for Amazon to pursue in order to overcome these challenges. 
[bookmark: _Toc61608576]SHORT TERM STRATEGY 
From research undertaken, it appears that currently only a small, select number of technological devices can be traded-in for an Amazon gift card reward. In terms of a short-term strategy, Amazon should offer monetary incentives in the way of gift cards to spend online for all technological devices that are traded in. This incentive would encourage more people to recycle their unwanted or damaged technological device and would highly benefit the circular economy in terms of recycling, reusing and regenerating these products that would normally end up at landfill. 
Research suggests a positive link between using consumer incentives and creating environmental awareness. (Ting et al., 2019). Consumer behaviour can be directly influenced by highlighting the severity of a particular issue, in this instance, the environment and sustainability. (Ibid). It is also clear, that by offering a reward to consumers for undertaking an incentive programme that Amazon feels strongly about will not only benefit the cause but also make consumers feel valued rather than feeling exploited. This will enhance customer satisfaction and leave them feeling like they are helping to make a difference. (Mack, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc61608577]MEDIUM TERM STRATEGY
AMAZON should utilise its position as a global e-commerce leader to set a precedence within the retail market as a strong contributor to the circular economy in terms of its recycling and waste management. Amazon’s medium-term strategy should focus on creating net zero plastic waste and only utilise materials for packaging that are widely recyclable and/or reusable over the 100 countries they ship to. This strategy should be incorporated throughout their entire business model and it is not only a sustainable and realistic approach but is one which could be implemented and continued far into the future. 
Sustainability is driving change in business and businesses are continually being judged based on the environmental impact their operations have on the planet. (AON, 2021). Amazon is a prolific and influential leader within the marketplace, therefore showing this level of commitment to an increasingly pertinent cause, not only makes good business sense but it would also encourage other businesses to take the same route to increase competitive advantage.  
[bookmark: _Toc61608578]LONG TERM STRATEGY
In terms of a long-term strategy, Amazon should look to take a natural capital approach by way of quantifying natural resources in the way of goods and services which can be utilised to develop an ecosystem-oriented management strategy for future business decision making and development. This approach facilitates sustainable development. (Venema & Voora, 2008). 
Natural capital can be considered as the planet’s stock of natural assets and include air, water, soil and every living organism. Natural capital provides what is known as ecosystem services, which essentially ensure human life is possible. (Natural Capital Scotland Ltd, 2017). Every business depends on nature, either directly or indirectly therefore businesses who overexploit natural capital are not only risking their business but also increasing the risk of biodiversity loss and the degradation of the planet’s ecosystems. Implementing a natural capital approach ensures businesses are held accountable and can quantify the impact their operations have on the planet’s biodiversity and ecosystems, thus ensuring the management of risks and opportunities. (Ibid). 
In order to implement this approach, Amazon should focus on the development of further own branded products and limit their current third-party retailer stance. This would ensure complex unsustainable supply chains are eliminated and resources could be managed more effectively in terms of ensuring natural capital is fully quantified. 
[bookmark: _Toc61608579]CONCLUSION
The continual promotion of greed culture needs to stop. The linear ‘take-make-dispose’ approach cannot be maintained and is not conducive to a creating a sustainable future. Sustainability is a driving force in business today with the circular economy underpinning all responsible business practice. This new approach provides a long-term solution in terms of quantifying and protecting finite resources by regenerating the planet’s natural ecosystems, eliminating pollution and waste and reusing, recycling and regenerating existing products and materials. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017).   
The goals suggested within this report aim to create a sustainable future, not only for the business in question but also the planet and its population. The ‘take-make-dispose’ approach is exasperating the challenges that the planet is facing, therefore businesses should focus on developing strategies that encompass their social and ethical responsibilities.  
The circular economy encourages a new way of thinking and aims to secure business longevity as well as the survival of the planet and its future generations thus resulting in a cause mutually beneficial to all involved.  
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[bookmark: _Toc61608582]SWOT ANALYSIS
	Strengths
· Highly successful established brand as leading online retailer with large product line.
· Customer focused – Providing a highly convenient, inexpensive shopping experience that is delivered the next day.
· Innovative brand with clear differentiation from other e-commerce retailers.
	Weaknesses
· Continued use of unrecyclable packaging materials.
· Majority of custom is through third party retail.
· Complex supply chains.

	Opportunities
· To further promote the Amazon Second Chance initiative by offering incentives over a larger product trade-in range.
· To establish itself as a leading business by encompassing the circular economy within its entire business model and become net zero plastic and/or waste.
· To develop and launch further own branded products rather than focusing on their current stance as a third-party ‘middleman’ retailer and eliminate the use of complex supply chains in terms of a natural capital approach.
	Threats
· Negative press surrounding continual use of unrecyclable packaging materials.
· Sustainability driving change in business – consumers more aware of the impact their shopping habits have on the environment therefore will shop elsewhere if Amazon does not meet their expectations.
· Supply chains not optimising their natural capital.



	 

