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About Acre 

Acre is a specialist sustainability recruitment consultancy connecting companies and 
people across corporate responsibility, sustainability, environment, energy and health & 
safety to help build the next generation of sustainable business.

The company was founded in 2003 to respond to the growing need for sustainability 
professionals and offers bespoke solutions for recruitment, search and business 
intelligence.
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The Circular Economy: revolutionising business for a sustainable future

”

The valuable 

natural resources 

relied upon for 

manufacturing are 

depleting, driven by 

increasing demand 

from a growing 

global population.

“

The corporate social responsibility and sustainability agenda has grown significantly over 
the past decade. Beginning with philanthropic activities, the movement has matured to 
be embraced by most leading international organisations. Approaches vary dramatically, 
from traditional, compliance-focused programmes that address basic regulatory 
requirements to innovative schemes that address some of the most complex challenges 
in sustainability. 

At the same time, resistance to the agenda has been well-documented, and the 
recent economic recession in 2008 has done little to incentivise businesses to take up 
sustainability initiatives.  

However, society’s increasing awareness and interest in the conduct of business has given 
the sustainability agenda far greater prominence. Further to this, drastically changing 
weather conditions has affected global crop yields, increasing the price of commodities 
and exposing  the vulnerability of manufacturing companies that rely on a steady supply 
of raw materials. Many companies have turned to resource efficiency programmes in the 
manufacturing process to reduce costs.  

The valuable natural resources relied upon for manufacturing are depleting, driven by 
increasing demand from a growing global population. The price of commodities is likely 
to rise further, and businesses are increasingly aware of the potential risk this poses 
to viability. Further compounding this strain, trade restrictions are likely to restrict the 
availability and use of raw materials.

Introduction

This report provides an overview of the Circular Economy, examining the opportunities and 
barriers faced by companies in implementing its principles, and analysing its implications 
for employment. Acre has partnered with Nadia Youds to produce this paper, based on 
a qualitative study she has prepared for Staffordshire University.

A word on terminology. There are a number of different labels with which to describe the 
same concept: ‘sharing economy’ (Botsman & Rogers, 2010), ‘The Mesh’ (Gansky, 2010), 
‘Product Service Systems’ (PSSs) (Goedkoop, van Halen, te Riele, & Rommens, 1999), 
‘closed loop manufacturing’, and ‘Cradle to Cradle’ (Braungart & McDonough, 2009).  

For the purpose of this paper ‘Circular Economy,’ as coined by the Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation in 2012, is used to encompass all these ideas and we would like to thank 
them for the use of their imagery as displayed on page 6 of this report.

Foreword 
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The contemporary western economic model is underpinned by a business paradigm 
of short-term consumerism. Manufacturers rely on the turnover of product sales for 
commercial success. Most consumer goods manufacturers spend approximately 40% of 
their net sales revenue on resources, yielding gross profit margins in the 10% range (World 
Economic Forum & Deloitte Touch Tohmatsu, 2009). This means that rising raw material 
costs greatly affect profitability. To counter this, manufacturers developed products 
with planned obsolescence to encourage premature replacement and increased sales. 
Governments continue to measure economic growth through the rate of consumption, 
with a focus on meeting consumer demand for products, rather than changing behaviour, 
and on increasing labour productivity, rather than improving resource efficiency. 

In attempting to redress the balance, it is unlikely that companies themselves will 
encourage reduced consumption. Governments often lack the political motivation and 
leadership required to drive forward change, even though regulation has been effective 
in reducing environmental damage. The CSR and sustainability movement within the 
corporate sector has enabled significant improvements to take place, but has not brought 
about the fundamental shift in consumption habits that is required. 

The focus has predominantly been on reducing the impact of the manufacturing process 
simply by remediating regulatory non-compliances, rather than considering smarter 
design processes (Braungart & McDonough, 2009).  

An emerging concept is the Circular Economy, in which businesses offer a range of services 
such as renting, sharing, and take-back schemes to minimise the use of raw materials. 
These models seek to revolutionise exchanges between businesses and consumers to 
improve resource efficiency.

”

Governments 

continue to 

measure economic 

growth through 

the rate of 

consumption, 

rather than 

improving resource 

efficiency.

“
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Figure 1: The circular economy - an industrial system that is restorative by design

Source: Ellen MacArthur Foundation - circular economy team  
(http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy)

The Circular Economy: revolutionising business for a sustainable future

”

“Reducing the 

generic nature of 

mass-produced 

products can allow 

products to be 

dismantled easily 

and reused in the 

supply chain.

A number of revolutionary business systems and models are proving effective in 
delivering resource efficiencies both within the manufacturing process and at the end of 
product life. Reducing the generic nature of mass-produced products can allow products 
to be dismantled easily and reused in the supply chain or used for repairs (Braungart & 
McDonough, 2009). 

However, for this process to be viable, various forms of infrastructure such as collection 
services are required, which require significant investment. This in turn promotes job 
creation within industry, which is discussed later in this report. Cost reductions are also 
possible through the refurbishment of manufacturing machines. The Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation (2012) suggested that reductions of up to 60% in material input costs can be 
obtained through such the Circular Economy model.

Closed loop manufacturing 
as a Circular Economy tool
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A PSS offers an alternative to the simple sale of goods and can take a variety of forms, 
including renting and leasing schemes, and repair services. PSS approaches include 
customers owning goods, but with maintenance provided by the company (Mont, 
2002), and the purchase of access to a product for a period of time, with ownership of 
the product retained by the business. There is also the potential for purchasing ‘utility as 
an outcome’, for example as in a clothes washing service.  

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2012) refers to such schemes and models as the 
‘Circular Economy’, suggesting that:

The circular economy draws a sharp distinction between the consumption and use of 
materials: the circular economy advocates the need for a ‘functional service’ model in 
which manufacturers or retailers increasingly retain the ownership of their products and, 
where possible, act as service providers- selling the use of products, not their one-way 
consumption.

‘What’s mine is yours: the rise of collaborative consumption’ (Botsman & Rogers, 2010) 
points to an emerging social movement focused on sharing, renting and cooperative 
models which enable consumers to utilise technology and peer communities to fulfil 
their consumption needs. Many small enterprises are taking advantage of the increased 
demand for sharing, lending, swapping and renting to develop viable businesses that 
deliver products to customers while breaking the traditional hyper-consumption model 
and, again, creating much needed employment.

There are a number of benefits to the Circular Economy besides reducing environmental 
impact. Businesses can gain a competitive edge by providing an alternative form of 
consumption to a more socially aware society. These businesses take advantage of 
growing IT and social networks to increase value and, through more direct interaction 
with customers, raise brand value and loyalty. Manufacturers gain value through the 
repair, refurbishment and upgrading of products, and have the opportunity to develop 
improved relationships with consumers through more regular contact.    

These new models drive businesses to educate consumers on the use of their products 
and guide consumer choice. An estimated three billion new middle-class consumers will 
emerge in the next 15 years, predominantly in China and India. There is an opportunity 
for the Circular Economy to provide for this growing demographic. 

Product Service Systems 
(PSSs) 

Potential opportunities for 
Circular Economy models

”

Many small 

enterprises are 

taking advantage 

of the increased 

demand for 

sharing, lending, 

swapping and 

renting.

“

”

Businesses can 

gain a competitive 

edge by providing 

an alternative form 

of consumption.

“
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There are a number of barriers to developing and implementing the Circular Economy 
model. Infrastructure changes are required to cater for the service itself, to improve 
interaction with consumers and to bring about greater engagement and partnership 
between manufacturers and retailers. All this requires considerable adaptation of 
organisational structure and strategy, which can meet internal resistance. Appropriate 
expertise is unlikely to be available internally.  

Some successful examples of the Circular Economy exist, but most are in niche markets, 
or in those with a narrow or singular product line, and are not all are commercially viable 
alone.  

Discussions with senior executives with responsibility for the sustainability programme 
within their organisation revealed the following key trends:

The primary function of the sustainability professional was to look at the resource 
efficiency of specific commodities such as water, energy and sustainable sourcing of 
ingredients. This suggests that internal sustainability teams act as a ‘centre of excellence’ 
on key resource efficiency areas.

A large proportion of those surveyed, reported that resource efficiency was a key 
function of manufacturing and site-based roles or research & development departments, 
and was considered an integral focus for corporations, largely due to opportunities for 
operational cost reductions. Operational teams such as procurement and logistics were 
named as the driving force for resource efficiency measures.

Barriers

”

Operational 

teams such as 

procurement and 

logistics were 

named as the 

driving force for 

resource efficiency 

measures.

“
The role of the sustainability professional

Resource efficiency 
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Inadequate commercial gains from Circular Economy models were evident. For many 
businesses there were difficulties in pricing models involving sharing or renting to make 
them attractive to the consumer while still delivering profits. Essentially, many schemes 
cost more to businesses than they returned in dividends to shareholders. 

For some companies, while outwardly engaging in the sustainability agenda, the central 
focus of their business was driving consumption of products. Resource efficiency initiatives 
encouraged consumers to use products such as refills to reduce their impact, but it was 
evident that these were also designed to drive buy-in to the brand and perpetuate the 
consumption of that product.  

Circular Economy models were most successful for small entrepreneurs, creating a 
market by providing a solution to a problem faced by consumers. These entrepreneurs 
had minimal competition and their consumer base was attracted by a niche product or 
service. Innovative small businesses have little to lose by taking on this model and could 
create a major shift in the market, similar to that caused by Amazon within the book 
trade, and Apple’s iTunes in the music industry. 

Companies showed an interest in recycling materials back into their supply chain.  
However, their complicated logistics meant that potentially suitable materials were 
processed through several suppliers unnecessarily, making supply chains burdensome.  
Many businesses have insufficient time and personnel to commit to tackling this. Similarly, 
the logistics of providing services such as in-store refills to consumers proved difficult.  

Demand on packaging and the need for supervision of the process meant that without 
additional personnel assigned to the refill station, the facility was unlikely to be effective.   

The Circular Economy poses a challenge within the current commercial and economic 
framework. A lack of infrastructure for the transfer of products through this alternative 
supply chain inhibits its implementation, and there is scepticism about whether the 
Circular Economy increases efficiency, or if resources are merely displaced elsewhere in 
the supply chain. 

Furthermore, the expertise and personnel required to facilitate Circular Economy ideas 
internally are limited. A shift to service-focused models by retailers is only possible with 
appropriate training and development of staff. 

Commercial barriers, cost and financial incentives

Logistics, infrastructure and regulations

”

”

Innovative small 

businesses have 

little to lose by 

taking on this 

model.

A shift to service-

focused models 

by retailers is 

only possible 

with appropriate 

training and 

development of 

staff. 

“

“
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The Circular Economy sphere has massive potential to transform and revolutionise the 
jobs market by shifting towards a resource-efficient model, and by utilising taxation as a 
lever to stimulate innovation. At present the economic system focuses on the taxation of 
labour productivity rather than on resource efficiency.  

This means that our most valuable and only truly qualitative and creative resource – 
people - are considered a cost. Human labour has been replaced by technology in an 
attempt to manufacture the highest volume of products in the shortest time possible.  

According to Stahel and Reday (1976 and 1981), ‘three times as much [labour] is being 
used in the conversion of materials to finished products as is required in the production 
of material’. Alternatively, ‘reuse, reconditioning, and remanufacturing use a fraction of 
the energy of new production, keep millions of tons of waste from landfills every year, 
reduce raw material consumption, and create three to five times more skilled jobs than 
automated production lines’ (Professional Electrical Apparatus Recyclers League, 2010).

The Circular Economy substitutes energy for manpower, turning the current model on its 
head, and would have a huge impact on employment opportunities in a range of sectors.  

Within the Circular Economy, and broader sustainability field, jobs fall into two categories.  

‘Dark green’- in which the focus remains on delivering sustainability as a primary function 
in a ‘centre of excellence’. Companies looking to capitalise on the Circular Economy need 
either in-house specialists, or access to expert consultants to provide strategic guidance 
on what options are available, and to facilitate the engagement of the wider business on 
delivery of these. 

However, the majority of roles created are ‘light green’ in nature - that is, they have an 
operational function within a business, and facilitate sustainability initiatives as part of 
their day to day role. These roles emerge as a result of new technology and changes in 
business practises. 

What does this mean for 
recruitment?

”

The Circular 

Economy 

substitutes energy 

for manpower, 

turning the current 

model on its head.

“
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Such role functions can include:

Different sectors face different challenges and provide varying opportunities, as outlined 
below:

Lavery/Panell suggest that approximately 168,000 new skilled jobs will be created in 
energy efficiency and renewable energy for the European manufacturing sector. It is 
suggested that the renewable energy sector will provide one of the largest sources 
of employment, not only as manufacturing increases, but also in installation and 
maintenance of plants. Around 43,000 of these jobs would highly skilled, and local, 
designing and installing equipment. 

Research from the Ellen MacArthur Foundation suggests that 500,000 new jobs have 
been created in the EU from the recycling industry, because collection and sorting 
activities require additional labour. This is consistent with information from SITA’s (2010) 
‘Driving Green Growth’ paper, which suggests that as many as 36,000 new jobs would 
be created as a result of investment in new infrastructure for waste management plants.  

Disassembly lines and recycling facilities require significantly more labour than landfills, and 
these new jobs are likely to be skilled and semi-skilled, depending on the sophistication of 
the site. For products such as plastics, WEEE and aluminium, as many as 15 new jobs are 
created for every 1,000 tonnes of material processed. Given that over one million tonnes 
of plastic is sent to landfill every year, this bodes well for employment opportunities in 
this sector.

Energy sector

Waste management & construction

”

The renewable 

energy sector will 

provide one of the 

largest sources of 

employment.

“

Research & Development Transporting Sales-performance and 
leasing

Manufacturing assembly line Dismantling, materials 
recovery Take back facilitation

Installation Redistribution, 
facilitating exchange Collecting & sorting waste

Maintenance contractors Reprocessing and 
reengineering Marketing

Engineers IT systems for tracking 
and lending

Certification and  
accreditation

”

Disassembly lines 

and recycling 

facilities require 

significantly 

more labour than 

landfills.

“
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Figure 4: Creating new jobs in the circular economy -  
direct employment in new recycling/recovery facilities by type

Materials
Job gains per  
1,000 tonnes

Plastics 15.6

Paper 3.5

Glass (mixed) 0.75

Glass (separated) 0.75

Green waste 1.3

WEEE 40

Furniture (non-WEEE) 13.6

Aluminium 11

Steel 5.4

Figure 4: Job gains from specific materials in the UK 

Source: Adapted from Driving Green Growth, SITA, 2012 (2012).   
(Environmental Services Association (ESA))

Adapted from More jobs, Less Waste report, Friends of the Earth, September 2010  
(http://www.foe.co.uk/resource/reports/jobs_recycling.pdf)

The Circular Economy: revolutionising business for a sustainable future

The development of new infrastructure similarly creates jobs within construction, with up 
to 500 people estimated to be on site at any one time during build. New industries such 
as anaerobic digestion, biogas, composting and urban food production require expertise 
and technical know-how, which are taught as part of up-skilling current staff and through 
the hiring of external skilled staff.

With the additional contractual arrangements for transportation of sorted material, 
and the management of logistics for onward transportation of reprocessed goods to 
customers, the need for commercial management skills is of increasing importance within 
such organisations. Similarly, more sophisticated sales and operational management 
positions will arise through the shift towards the provision of services rather than goods 
(PSS or sharing model).

Exhibit 2: Creating new jobs in the circular economy
Direct employment in new recycling/recovery facilities by type

Source: ESA
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Nearly all of the major retailers in Europe now have internal expertise focused on 
sustainability. Roles continue to emerge in companies that are beginning their 
sustainability journey, along with growth in existing teams as the agenda increases in 
importance.  

With the industry moving away from a compliance focus into a more proactive approach, 
skill sets are becoming more diverse. Those responsible for developing and implementing 
strategy increasingly need more highly developed commercial and change-management 
skills; possibly as much as they do technical expertise in sustainability itself.

Sustainability staff work with operational teams to embed programmes into all areas 
of the business. Increasingly, companies are beginning to assign responsibility for 
sustainability programmes directly to operational staff through incentive and targets, 
reducing the need for ‘middle management’ roles. This has created ‘light green’ roles, 
where sustainability forms an element of the day-to-day responsibilities.

Manufacturing businesses similarly have historically built sustainability teams as a centre 
of excellence, and are now utilising their operational staff to lead and drive the agenda 
within their own departments. This is seen in a wide range of areas; from R&D, logistics, 
facilities and waste management, and raw materials sourcing, to the way in which 
manufacturing lines are set up. Again, the vast majority of jobs created by the Circular 
Economy within this sector are more likely to be ‘light green’ in nature.  

Technology will undoubtedly play a crucial role in mobilising the Circular Economy model, 
be it through the development of advanced systems that enable companies to design 
smarter and more resource efficient products, or the design of programmes that connect 
and facilitate new logistics channels, leasing and sharing platforms.  

Technology businesses have sustainability teams similar to those in retail and manufacturing 
with a similar approach and framework. Jobs created by the Circular Economy in this 
sector are most likely to be ‘light green’, given the level of technology design expertise 
needed to build platforms and programmes. 

In order to be effective, large companies will need to engage with smaller players that 
offer services to reconnect their supply chain back to source. Disruptive by nature, these 
enterprises will be able to capitalise on the growing demand for their services, and many 
will grow exponentially as demand increases, creating growth opportunities for jobs in 
the ‘light green’ field.

Retail & Manufacturing

Technology

SMEs

”

Sustainability 

staff work with 

operational 

teams to imbed 

programmes into 

all areas of the 

business.  

“
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The Circular Economy is a transformative business model that brings relationships between 
suppliers, manufacturers, retailers and consumers closer. Through this collaboration, 
organisations can contribute to a system that prioritises the efficient use of raw materials 
and resources, minimising waste and lengthening the product life-cycle.  

Government policies need to incentivise companies wishing to harness the Circular 
Economy and move away from dependency on raw materials. This would be particularly 
effective for small companies working on disruptive technologies.    

Aside from considerable economic benefits, the Circular Economy has the potential to 
refocus the economy on rewarding innovation. Through the creation of employment 
opportunities and minimising the dependence on raw materials, a sustainable future 
becomes more achievable. 

We hope this report provides insight to those making hiring decisions, for a more 
successful and sustainable business. Acre works with a large and growing network of 
experts across sustainability, corporate responsibility, energy, environment and health & 
safety to help them achieve their goals in the field of sustainability. 

Conclusion 

”

All can contribute 

to a system that 

prioritises the 

efficient use of 

raw materials and 

resources.

“
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Raquel is responsible for the conceptualisation and delivery of Acre’s marketing and 
communications strategy. Her particular expertise in integrated marketing strategy, 
project management, thought leadership programmes and online marketing contributes 
to the growth of the Acre brand and achieving the company’s business objectives.   

She holds a bachelor’s degree in Marketing, and is currently in her second year studying 
part-time at Birkbeck University, doing a MSc in Corporate Responsibility & Sustainability.

Produced and edited by: Raquel Daniels 
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Nadia was  a Senior Consultant on Acre’s CR and Sustainability team from 2009- 2014, 
focusing on the retail, FMCG and leisure industries. Nadia managed a wide range of 
ethical trade and sustainability projects, including executive search assignments for a 
number of high-profile recruits, in the UK and mainland Europe, as well as across Asia.  

Nadia has a passion for the circular economy movement and this paper is formed 
from Nadia’s dissertation on the Circular Economy, as part of her MSc in Sustainability 
& Environmental Management, at Staffordshire University. She has an active blog 
on the circular economy and collaborative consumption, which can be found at  
http://nyoudscirculareconomy.blogspot.co.uk/

About the Contributors

Written by: Nadia Youds 
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