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Circular transitioning: a multi -layer systemic 

transformation 

 

Nothing stays the same. Technological ,  economic, social, and 

environmental changes are more intense and more interrelated than 

ever before.   

 

How do individuals adapt their  

l i festyles as consumers in the new 

real i ty? What chal lenges do 

companies face in the course of  

the t ransformat ion of  their  

business models in order to gain 

compet i t ive advantages in re -

shaping business condit ions? What 

k inds of  solut ions are being 

developed within ci t ies,  regions,  

and countr ies? What are the 

character ist ics of  the disrupt ion 

f inancial inst i tut ions are facing , 

and how can they redef ine their  

t ransformat ive roles as 

indispensable support ing pi l lars of  

economic and socia l  dynamics? 

And f inal ly,  who are the leaders 

that  can dr ive systemic changes 

towards the circular  era?  

 

The Circular Economy, a 

systemic concept that loops 

production and consumption 

cycles in order to regenerate,  

not waste,  natural  resources, 

promises signif icant economic, 

societal  and environmental 

benefits .  The economic benef i t  

alone, according to the WEF, is 

est imated to represent a $4.5 
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t r i l l ion GDP opportunity by 2030 1.  

The intent ion of  the internat ional 

community to move to a circular  

economy by 2030 is ref lected in 

the UN’s Sustainable Development 

Goals.  The European Commission 

issued the Circular  Economy 

Package2 of  regulatory measures 

and incent ives in December 2015, 

having recognised the circular  

economy as one of  the main 

means of  improving Europe's 

compet i t iveness,  as wel l  as i ts 

social and environmental 

cohesion.  These approaches are 

centred on a systemic shif t  in a 

vast  range of  interrelated domains,  

including sustainable product ion 

and consumpt ion,  economic 

growth,  c l imate act ion ,  and 

sustainable ci t ies and 

communit ies,  to name but a few. 

These can al l  progress through the 

adopt ion of  c ircular  economy 

pr incip les.  

 

Transit ioning towards a circular 

economy, however,  requires a 

system-level transformation at 

local,  national and international 

levels.  No single government,  

                                                           
1 Platform for Accelerating the Circular Economy, 

concept document developed in collaboration with 
Accenture, World Economic Forum, January 2017. 
 
2
 See here for more: 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-
economy/index_en.htm  

organisat ion or business can 

accomplish this change alone. 

Publ ic and pr ivate sector 

stakeholders must work together 

towards a common “circular”  v is ion 

in order to t ransform product ion,  

manufactur ing and consumpt ion 

systems and patterns through a 

process of  joint  and cont inuous 

exper imentat ion,  learning,  

adaptat ion and scal ing of  ef forts.   

 

This complex t ransit ioning process 

sets transformational challenges  

to very d if ferent organisat ions:  

governments,  municipal i t ies and 

other publ ic author i t ies  and 

regulators;  large corporat ions and 

small-  and medium-sized 

companies;  f inancial  inst i tut ions  

such as banks or insurance 

companies;  socia l enterpr ises and 

non-governmental bodies;  

inst i tut ions of  publ ic  or  pr ivate 

educat ion and scient i f ic research 

centres and inst i tutes;  health 

organisat ions;  and rel ig ious 

inst i tut ions.    

 

The circular transit ion,  however,  

conf ronts us al l :  as humans, as 

individuals and family members,  

and as contr ibutors,  decision-

makers and consumers in dif ferent 

contexts.  We are al l  challenged 

to re-assess our values and 

preferences  in terms of  our 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm
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choices related to our own 

personal development :  as 

consumers;  as members of  

famil ies or households;  as 

professionals contr ibut ing to the 

success of  the organisat ions in 

which we work;  as ci t izens,  voters 

and taxpayers;  and f inal ly,  as 

creat ive and cr i t ical members of  

c ivi l  society,  contr ibut ing to any 

form of  i ts constant and 

unpredictable dynamics .  These 

chal lenges create a context  of  

cultural  change .  Indeed, the 

circular  t ransi t ion,  as a shif t  in the 

economic and socia l  system, 

embraces al l  these aspects ,  and 

opens a whole new f ield of  

explorat ion of  t ransformat ional 

leadership in each and every one 

of  us. 

 

 

 

The circular change process: a coordinated effort between 

three heterogeneous social fields 

 

The Circular Change Platform  is 

a stakeholder engagement 

ini t iat ive,  which enables al l  the 

players tak ing part  in the t ransit ion 

process to interact  with each 

other,  share knowledge and 

exper ience,  and engage in shared 

circular  endeavours.  We 

understand the chal lenge of  

c ircular  t ransit ion ing not only as a 

mult i - level process,  but  also as a 

coordinated ef fort  happening in 

three heterogeneous but 

interrelated socia l f ie lds.   

 

Systemic change  is  happening in 

a form of  a mult i - layer systemic 

t ransit ion,  in which absolute 

scarcity of  resources,  def ining 

their  avai labi l i ty,  their  suitabi l i ty 

for  reuse compared to pr imary 

extract ion,  and their  relat ive 

economic value,  is taken as a focal 

issue at  both the aggregate and 

g lobal levels.  In such a context  

technological change and 

demographics act  as key dr ivers of  

change. While demographics,  

relat ive to the absolute avai labi l i ty 

of  resources,  redef ines  the l imits 

of  human civi l isat ion  on Earth,  

technological progress increases 

the possibi l i t ies of  a successful 

balance in the sustainabi l i ty of  the 

g lobal ecosystem. The chal lenge is 

in the re-design and 

implementat ion of  ever more 

ef f ic ient  societal models of  
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product ion,  consumpt ion and 

interact ion.  In this t ransit ion,  

governing technological 

discont inuit ies,  educat ion,  

regulatory issues and taxat ion ,  as 

wel l  as supply-side economic 

pol ic ies and incent ives ,  become 

crucial instruments for  managing 

systemic change at  a g lobal level.  

From the perspect ive of  this 

systemic change, the circular  

economy represents  a seismic 

shif t  into a new economic and 

social system.  

 

 

Picture 1: The three fundamental aspects of the circular transit ion  

 

 

 

 

At the level of single 

organisations, circular change 

assumes the nature of a 

corporate transformation 

towards innovative and more 

sustainable circular business 

models.  This t ransit ion takes 

place at  the micro- level:  in 

organisat ions and product ive units,  

that  is ,  in enterpr ises.  A business 

model t ransformat ion towards 

circular  pr inciples en masse  sets 

large and small  companies ,  even 

ent ire industr ies ,  on the path of  

chal lenging journeys of  

explorat ion,  exper imentat ion and 

cont inuous learning.  In order to 

succeed, companies need to dig 

deeply into their  purpose and must  

equip themselves wi th specif ic 

competencies before their  

departure.  On the way they must  
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undertake a mult i -stakeholder 

approach of  col laborat ion and 

exper imentat ion.  Master ing these 

prerequisi tes for  c ircular  

innovat ion wi l l  d ist inguish future 

leaders f rom fol lowers.  

 

Corporate circular  t ransformat ion 

inevitably interacts with the needs 

and preferences of  consumers,  

individuals and households.  And, 

equal ly,  i t  is t ied to the values and 

capabi l i t ies of  the employees in 

the organisat ions and in the 

organisat ions up- and downstream 

in the newly composed value 

chains.   

 

Circular change stands for the 

world of collaboration and 

opportunit ies  European GDP 

could increase by as many as 7 

percentage points by 2030 

( relat ive to “business as usual”  

development) .  The EU has granted 

€650 mil l ion ,  and opened up i ts 

Horizon 2020 fund of  €24 bi l l ion ,  

to c ircular  economy projects.  More 

than 170,000 jobs could be 

created in the EU by 2035 by 

implement ing the circular  

economy. This is promising ground  

in which to invest  our at tent ion and 

resources.  At  the 2nd Circular  

Change Conference we are aiming 

to br ing together concrete 

opportunit ies to dr ive circular  

endeavours fur ther in al l  three 

dimensions of  the circular  

t ransit ion.  

 

The individual human being  is in 

the centre of  the third fundamental 

aspect of  the circular  t ransit ion ,  in 

which every one of  us part ic ipates 

as a bearer of  labour,  intel lectual 

property and numerous other 

capabi l i t ies ,  as wel l  as being a 

consumer.   

 

We cannot imagine the circular  

t ransit ion being achievable without 

recognising and act ive ly deal ing 

with cultural  change.  The 

reinforcement of  knowledge , of  

sustainabi l i ty- related values,  and 

of  the corresponding narrat ive 

enables the development of  a 

culture of  part ic ipat ion and 

shar ing,  in which people str ive,  not  

to win a zero-,  or  even a negat ive -

sum game, but to develop abi l i t ies 

to col laborate and contr ibute to 

new value creat ion.  

 

As the circular  t r iangle in P icture 1 

suggests,  the circular  t ransit ion 

entai ls three fundamental  

aspects of change: systemic, 

organisational and cultural 3.  

                                                           
3
 Concept and scheme is the intellectual property 

of Gm, Circular Change. 
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The qualities of collaboration, experimentation and 

learning: phenomena of circular culture  

 

In our ef for ts to sustain circular  

t ransit ion at  al l  levels,  we aim to 

present  these thee aspects of  the 

circular  t ransit ion.  We explore the 

systemic approach  by tapping 

into the circular  economy 

framework  at the local,  urban, 

regional and internat ional levels.  

We examine the phenomenon of  

collaboration  in the context  of  

c ircular  business models ,  and we 

engage with the new narrative  

through the lessons of  case 

studies,  together with the most 

accomplished circular  pioneers.  

Last  but  not  least ,  we discuss the 

ef fects and opportunit ies der iv ing  

f rom the ongoing disrupt ion of  

convent ional business schemes, 

envisioning new roles for  al l  the 

part ic ipants in this compell ing 

t ransit ion process .   

 

The abi l i ty  to master  the qual i t ies 

of  col laborat ion,  exper imentat ion 

and learning wi l l  def ine the leaders 

of  this histor ic t rajectory.  Are you 

with us? 

 

 


