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Executive Summary 

Circular Economy (CE), a pillar of the European Green Deal, is an increasingly recognized approach 

that has much to contribute towards addressing challenges of the Anthropocene. CE promises to close 

the circle of economy-society-nature interactions, replacing the current linear economic model with a 

new one that is restorative and regenerative by intention and design i.e., capable of turning waste into 

valuable resources. Despite its growing popularity among politicians, businesses leaders and 

academics, the concept of CE and its underlying principles are not without critics and challenges. The 

lack of consideration of socio-ethical issues is a major criticism of the CE and it is the main focus of 

the H2020 Project “JUST2CE” (A JUst Transition TO the Circular Economy). The point of departure of 

our criticism relies on the fact that the current visions of CE are narrowly focused on the economy and 

technology, with a patent lack of a reflection on the political and socio-cultural dimensions as well as 

on the unintended (global) consequences that a transition to circularity would entail. Overall, questions 

of justice (social, environmental and gender) have remained unanswered by the CE literature. 

Answering these challenges requires directing efforts towards extending the repertoire of social 

scientific theories and conceptual frameworks that may inform the analysis of CE practices. In the 

tentative of filling this gap, this work proposes a multidimensional framework seeking to explore what 

are the practices that enable or hamper the transition to CE. More precisely, our framework, co-

produced by JUST2CE partners through reflexive and iterative praxis within the broader context of the 

project, proposes a novel manifesto towards a just CE based on humility. The concept, common to 

many research fields as philosophy of science, complexity theory, postcolonial theory and critical 

theory, recognizes that knowledge of the world is always interpreted, structured, and filtered by the 

observer, and calls for other ways of 'knowing' beyond epistemologies that derive from the Western 

tradition. Drawing upon empirical and conceptual elements from a variety of fields (such as Feminist 

Ecological Economics, Political Ecology, Environmental Justice, Decolonial studies), our framework 

provides an epistemological, theoretical and methodological scaffolding for the ethical questions we 

should be asking about the future of CE. “Whose voices and interests are heard and whose voices and 

interests are neglected? How are costs, benefits and opportunities of CE distributed at different scales 

and among different social realities?” These leading questions and the multidimensional framework 

guide the analyses of ten cases of organisations engaged at different stages of transition towards CE. 

The cases are heterogeneous in many respects: they into account different geographical contexts 

(Italy, Spain, Portugal, United Kingdom, Morocco, Ghana, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia, South Africa), different 

value chains (plastics, food, critical raw materials, etc.), different scale of analysis (from local to global 

initiatives) and different types of institutional settings (formal/informal). The insights gathered from 

the application of the multidimensional framework to the case-studies analyses will expand our 

understanding beyond the current monocentric technical focus of the CE practices. 
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This deliverable aims at proposing a framework of analysis for the case-studies and it is organized as 

follows. The first three sections are named following the Knowns and Unknowns categorization, referring 

to an (in)famous quote by Donald Rumsfeld (2002): “there are known knowns; there are things we know we 

know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not 

know. But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don't know we don't know”. The concept of 

unknown unknowns is eminent to many fields of research (e. g. Risk analysis) as it proposes to organize the 

knowledge of one topic on several categories depending on what is known or unknown: in this case, known 

knowns make up our literature knowledge on Circular Economy (CE), as reported in Section 1. Known 

unknowns result from recognized but poorly understood/studied phenomena and ideas (i.e., the major 

critiques to CE). These are the subject of section 2, in which we critically reflect upon the shortcomings and 

theoretical flaws within the values and principles that emerged from the evolving CE literature. In Section 3 

we propose a novel manifesto with a value framework and principles for the design and evaluation of a just 

CE. By proposing a framework for a just transition to CE, we will try to explore unknown unknowns, i.e.  

phenomena which cannot be expected and/or understood because there has been no prior experience or 

theoretical basis for anticipating them. Section 4 and Section 5 respectively, we present an introduction to 

the case-studies and the protocol of analysis where all guidelines for data collection and data analysis are 

reported. 

1. The Circular Economy. The known knowns. 

Drawing on the more recent specialized literature, this section lays the basis for the next sections, by 

presenting the main established concepts and fields contributing to the current framing of CE and the main 

practical implementations of CE. 

CE, a pillar of the European Green Deal (European Commission, 2020, 2019), is an increasingly recognized 

approach that has much to contribute towards addressing challenges of the Anthropocene 1. CE promises to 

replace the current linear economic model with a new one that is restorative and regenerative by intention 

and design, i.e., capable of turning waste into new resources. In fact, the focus on waste, resources and 

 
1 the current geological age, viewed as the period during which human activity has been the dominant influence on climate 

and the environment. 
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materials circularity seems to be the key element of the mainstream ideas of CE (hereinafter defined as CE 

concept).  

Historically, the concept of CE cannot be traced back to a single author or date as it is inspired by several 

schools of thought and, as pointed out by several researchers, it rehearses from the long-held debates on 

sustainability and on the (in)compatibility between the economy and the environment (Kovacic et al., 2019). 

It was the British economist Kenneth Boulding in 1966 who gave for the first time the idea of an economic 

model of circular flows: the ‘spaceman’ economy, replacing the conventional open economic system (the 

“cowboy economy”) with a cyclical system capable of continuous reproduction of materials (Boulding, 1966). 

Later in the 1970s, the Club of Rome, came up with the “Limits to Growth” concept bringing forward the 

issues of resource limits and arguing for a production system that enables efficient re-use and recycling of 

products (Meadows and Club of Rome., 1972). In the early 1990’s two British environmental economists, 

David Pearce and R. Kerry Turner, were the first to coin the term circular economy in their writings of “Natural 

resources and environmental economy” (Pearce and Turner, 1990). From there, the CE concept has been 

interwoven with various other concepts (such as industrial symbiosis (Chertow, 2003; Frosch and 

Gallopoulos, 1989), product-service system (Goedkoop, 1999), reverse logistics (Rogers and Tibben-

Lembke, 1999), extended producer responsibility (Lindhqvist, 2000)) and influenced by other theories 

including Cradle-to-Cradle, Biomimicry, Industrial Ecology, Performance-based Economy, and Blue 

economy (Calisto Friant et al., 2020a; Corvellec et al., 2021; Ghisellini et al., 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017; 

Kovacic et al., 2019; Schöggl et al., 2020; Stahel, 2020; Velenturf and Purnell, 2021).  

Nevertheless, while the concept of a CE has been discussed since the 1960s, only recently it has gained 

prominence among global companies and policymakers. Moreover, the CE concept, its implementations and 

policies evolved differently in light of diverse cultural, social and political systems (Winans et al., 2017). For 

example, Germany and other Northern European countries, such as Denmark and Sweden, have embedded 

the concept in their environmental policies since the 1990s, mainly under the broader aim of achieving 

zero-waste societies. At the same time, the CE concept was also popularized in China in the 1990s, which 

delivered the 1st law on CE, and was incorporated within the 2002 five-year plan as a new model of 

sustainable development (McDowall et al., 2017; Su et al., 2013). 
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In Europe, the broad breakthrough of the CE concept is due to the prominent Ellen MacArthur Foundation 

(EMF), which has made it the center of its activities since 2010. The foundation envisions CE as based in 

three principles: (i) eliminate waste and pollution (waste and pollution are “design flaws” which by avoided 

by “new materials and technology”), (ii) circulate products and materials (reuse, repair, or remanufacture), 

and (iii) regenerate nature (return nutrients to the soil) (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2021). These principles 

carry clear biophysical components, which are analysed in economic terms. In advance of the 2012 World 

Economic Forum in Davos, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation and McKinsey Company  published a  report 

which  evaluated the  potential benefits of the transition to a CE as an investment opportunity of US$630 

billion a year, only for a subset of the EU manufacturing sectors (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2012). Next 

to this, the EMF pointed out the significant environmental and social benefits derived from a CE. These 

figures have inspired a plethora of actors from business, academia, policymakers, and institutions across 

the globe. In 2015, the European Commission adopted its first Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP), which 

entered into force in July 2018 and included pre-existing waste-related targets on landfilling and recycling 

as well as on product designing, introduced via revision of various directives (e.g., Waste Directive, 

Ecodesign Directive) (Fitch-Roy et al., 2021; Stahel, 2020). In March 2020, the European Commission 

released its new CEAP in support to the European Green Deal, with the specific aim of fleshing out concrete 

measures to “mak(ing) sustainable products the norm in the EU” (European Commission, 2020) as part of a 

“concerted  strategy  for  a  climate-neutral,  resource-efficient  and  competitive economy” (p. 2). From an 

analysis of the policy framework for CE in the action plan, CE seems to be largely focused on waste reduction, 

increasing durability, reutilization, reparation and recycling of products, reduce carbon footprints and 

promote digitalization of product information. The social dimensions seem to be limited to the promotion 

of good practices for consumers as it seems significant efforts will be put on product certification (CEAP, 

2021, p 3-6). This action plan does not provide an explicit definition of CE that could allow for 

understanding what is the focus of circularity and the criteria for its implementation. 

Despite its growing popularity among politicians, businesses leaders and academics, the concept of CE and 

its underlying principles are not without critics and challenges. To begin with, over a hundred definitions of 

circularity have been inventoried, signalling that the term means different things to different people 

(Kirchherr et al., 2017). Arguably, the only common denominator across all definitions is the strive to make 

better use of resources, although what constitutes “better” remains debatable. The pluralist definition given 
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to the CE and the diverging approaches populating the CE field may explain the appeal of the notion, but 

this also makes it hard to know what it is actually about (Kalmykova et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the multiple 

definitions provided by academia and the overflow of information have not led to paralysis-by-analysis, as 

proven by the fact that there is a proliferation of CE initiatives worldwide. The implementation of the concept 

has been taking place in several nations, mainly in high-income countries (which are the most wasteful 

economies), known as the Global North (GN) (Muchangos, 2021), with initiatives ranging from products to 

processes to industrial sectors to economies, at local, national, and international levels. Interestingly, the 

current CE practices are being carried out at the micro, meso and macro levels simultaneously: while the 

European Commission and member states mainly rely on self-regulatory  approaches  (given the prevailing 

pro-market approaches in this geographical area), countries like China are implementing largescale CE 

initiatives, such as eco-industrial parks (Geng et al., 2016; Su et al., 2013). 

2. Questioning the Circular Economy. The known 

unknowns. 

This section seeks to pull together the main points of criticism raised at the CE concept (i.e., the mainstream 

definition of CE), many of which will be explored further in the rest of this report. 

Reckoning with the multiple definitions, objectives and forms of implementation of the CE, this section 

examines the core challenges, gaps and limitations of the concept. Critiques of the raising popularity of CE 

are disparate and scattered over different academic fields, including ecological economics and philosophy 

of science (Corvellec et al., 2021). Overall, critics claim that the CE has diffused limits and unclear theoretical 

grounds, and that its premises, practicality, and consequences can be widely questioned. By taking such 

critiques seriously, this report is not intended to convey the message that using waste as a resource is a 

bad idea per se, but it aims at inspiring discussion and criticism on what consequences may result if the 

long-term and global ramifications of the CE concept remain unexamined. 

The first critique pertains to the concept of CE itself, which has been defined as an “idealized vision, a “mix 

of various ideas from different domains”, or a “vague idea” (Reike et al., 2018). Defined as “a child of the 

less than radical neo-classic economic theory and ecological modernization paradigm” (Corvellec et al., 

2020), “an overhyped and ill-defined concept” (Prendeville et al., 2018), and “a re-emergence of the mantra 
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of cornucopians2” (Giampietro, 2019), the concept of CE has been deemed as the latest iteration of recurrent 

attempts at reconciling environmental concerns with the unquestioned goal of infinite economic growth 

(Kovacic et al., 2019). Moreover, the ambiguity of the concept makes the CE an ‘empty signifier’, which 

allows different actors and sectors to articulate circular discourses depending on their political and 

economic agendas (Calisto Friant et al., 2020a). In fact, being a conceptual umbrella that covers a wide 

range of related concepts, the CE gives a variety of actors the opportunity to slip under it and frame it in a 

way that suits them (Pansera et al., 2021). In short,  this ambiguity is particularly helpful in holding together 

an  ever-expanding  loose  assemblage of actors (Flynn et al., 2019). This is closely tied to a critique of the 

CE as “apolitical”, which will be extensively addressed later in this report. 

The second area of critique takes up the achievability of the concept from a biophysical point of view. Several 

scholars argue that the promotion of the CE concept seemingly ignores that biophysical processes are 

subject to thermodynamic constraints and therefore no system can be 100% circular (or closed) due to the 

entropy law (Giampietro and Funtowicz, 2020; Korhonen et al., 2018). In fact, despite advanced recycling, 

especially in Western countries, the current levels of circularity (i.e., share of actually recycled materials in 

total processed materials) globally as well as in EU are very low - below 10% - (Haas et al., 2015; Mayer et 

al., 2019) with the consequence that the existing linear economic model persists as the dominant way of 

organizing economic activities. And yet the potential rebound effect (Zink and Geyer, 2017), also known as 

the Jevon's paradox, is one unresolved issue for the CE, where efficiency improvements at the level of 

individual products are offset by a growth in consumption and usage of materials (Bimpizas-Pinis et al., 

2021; Giampietro and Funtowicz, 2020; Greer et al., 2021; Siderius and Poldner, 2021). 

Apart from that, the lack of consideration of socio-ethical issues is a major criticism of the CE and it is the 

main focus of JUST2CE. The point of departure of our criticism relies on the fact that the current visions of 

CE are narrowly focused on the economy and on the technology, with a patent lack of a reflection on the 

political and socio-cultural dimensions as well as on the unintended consequences that a transition to 

 
2 According to the Prophets of Doom, resource scarcity and biophysical limits will eventually put an end to economic 

growth. On the other hand, the Cornucopian argued that environmental constraints could be overcome through 

technological progress and human ingenuity. The label refers to the cornucopia, the horn of plenty in Greek mythology, 

which provides endless  nourishment. The confrontation between these two opposite views became particularly acute 

during the Cold War. During that time, the Cornucopian view was an important part of the imaginary of the West, 

associated with the American dream of prosperity for all and unlimited growth potential (Kovacic et al., 2019). 
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circularity would entail (Colombo et al., 2019; Suárez-Eiroa et al., 2021; Zwiers et al., 2020). Transforming 

the linear economy, which has remained the dominant model since the onset of the Industrial Revolution, 

into a circular one is by no means an easy task. Such a radical change entails a major transformation of our 

current production and consumption patterns, which in turn will have a significant impact on the economy, 

the environment and society. CE systems implanted will always depend on the social structures, the political 

systems, the ideologies and imaginaries behind, and so on, and hence alternative ways of thinking and 

organizing society will result in redesigning the physical way of producing and consuming goods and 

services. Thus, CE will always need to be addressed in all its complexity, as a political and social concept. 

Even though some of the definitions of the CE emphasize its social dimensions, and in particular that of 

social equity, no literature has been found that seeks to explore this dimension apart from the impacts of 

circularity on employment. A recent study, based on a systematic review of the literature on CE, has shown 

that social dimensions, such as, for instance, labour practices, gender, inequalities, to name a few, have 

been consistently neglected (Mies and Gold, 2021). As pointed out by Hobson and Lyn (2016, p. 16) to date 

“frameworks for, and analysis of, the CE have arguably sidestepped detailed considerations of its broader 

socio-economic implications, being all-but silent on what a CE society might look like. What form then 

could and should circular socioeconomic institutions, norms and shared practices take, and what processes, 

values and actors will get us there?” 

This section is articulated around three main points: the political dimension of CE, the geo-political 

dimension, the social dimensions which includes issues of labour, gender, and justice. 

 

2.1 The political dimensions of the concepts and practices of CE 

Coalitions and networks of research organisations, government and non-government actors, consultancies, 

and niche actors are championing the CE as a pragmatic ‘win-win’ solution to sustainability problems. Being 

the CE inextricably entangled with a range of institutions, it has the potential to influence the governance 

of several institutions, shifting power relations between actors and supporting concentration dynamics 

(Moreau and Vuille, 2018). Nevertheless, the governance and the political implications are barely debated 

in CE literature, while the focus is strictly kept on the technical feasibility, completely depoliticizing its 

effects (Genovese and Pansera, 2021). This kind of technological optimism prevents scholars challenges to 
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economic models which bring uncertain contributions to sustainability, and perpetuates the idea that GDP 

growth can continue forever by simply recycling waste into new productive inputs (Corvellec et al., 2021). 

The problem with this approach is that, once framed as a technical imperative, the CE comes to be seen as 

a public goal that may compete, be combined with or balanced against other public priorities, such as social 

justice, inclusivity, etc. In other words, excluding certain important issues from the domain of political action 

and deliberation by a pursuit of rational consensus among parties with opposing values and interests 

(Mouffe, 2005) means depoliticizing the CE concept under a questionable win-win framing for all (Pansera 

et al., 2021). For this reason, many scholars with different academic backgrounds have enquired about the 

type of governance and political regime that the CE implies, warning against the CE becoming another 

instance of capitalistic environmental governance and discredited as a refurbished form of greenwashing 

(Calisto Friant et al., 2020b; Hobson and Lynch, 2016). This is a very concrete possibility, since the CE has 

actually been developed by actors in the government and private sectors, which have specific political and 

economic agendas, and have often used the CE as “a fetishizing narrative within a capitalist order” 

(Valenzuela and Böhm, 2017). In short, the mainstream idea of CE rests on the assumption that a market-

based economy can enter into an efficient and successful alliance with the environment, maintaining current 

relations of power, politics and norms.  

In our quest to (re-)politicize waste and economic circularity, there is a need to ask more fundamental 

questions about who is advocating the CE, which narratives they are using, which new socio-economic 

dynamics, regulatory challenges and trade-offs emerge from subsequent changes in supply chains and 

production and consumption processes, how is the CE discussed/understood differently across 

municipalities/states/regions and with what effects for their local/national/global regulation. These 

questions matter because the contestation that surrounds the CE is rarely connected to forms of governance  

and relationships of production (Flynn et al., 2019; Flynn and Hacking, 2019). By inquiring over the 

“brandization” of the CE concept and its de-politicizing effects: on one hand, we acknowledge that efforts 

to create more circularity can take many different forms, and accordingly different kinds of political 

configurations, but we claim that these changes must be made visible and the subject of explicit debate, 

planning, and intentional decision-making; whilst, on the other hand, we seek to take an ethical appraisal 

to the broader discourse on (and against) the unsustainability of capitalism (Genovese and Pansera, 2021). 
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2.2 The geo-political dimension of CE: the exclusion of the Global 

South in North-dominated circular economies.  

CE solutions are not universal: they cannot simply be ‘stretched’ over geo-political space to accommodate 

difference without considering their specific contexts. Contexts vary substantially, with stakeholders facing 

diverse sets of interdependent environmental, social and economic challenges (Przywojska et al., 2019). 

The dissemination of the CE concept and its implementation has been taking place in several nations and 

institutions globally, mainly in high-income countries, otherwise known as the Global North (GN). Only few 

studies have explored the low-income contexts, also referred to as the Global South (GS), or have sought 

to understand where the CE concept and narrative might complement or conflict with existing priorities and 

pathways (Schröder et al., 2019). This exclusion is inherently paradoxical as, in our globalized world, value 

chains and waste cycles are greatly global and play an important role in defining resource relationships 

between the GN and the GS (Muchangos, 2021). Nowadays countries and regions are inextricably linked and 

interrelated through waste and resource flows, therefore, GS will continue garnering critical positions in the 

global circular value chains in the future, considering that they are currently major generators of natural 

resources and producers of manufactured goods and will soon experience significant consumption levels 

(Gutberlet et al., 2017).  

Waste in particular has been a transnational issue marked by contestation and negotiation between the 

North and the South, especially after the Basel Convention3. Thinking about what the CE might look like 

from the perspective of the South is important because poorly-informed decisions will eventually perpetuate 

the generation of local value in one domain (usually environmental or economic) at the cost of decreases in 

value in other connected sub-systems, often separated geographically or temporally (so-called problem-

shifting) (Iacovidou et al., 2017). Moreover, recent literature reveals that the CE represents different visions 

and concepts in different parts of the world. In fact, while in the GN it is primarily conceived as an initiative 

to reduce carbon emissions and waste, in the GS the focus is on improving well-being while minimizing 

harm to others and the environment (Schröder et al., 2019). Circular practices are indeed deeply knitted 

into countries from the GS (Reike et al., 2018). After all, circularity, in agricultural and pastoral societies, 

 
3 Basel Convention, entered into force in 1992, is an international treaty that was designed to reduce the movements 
of hazardous waste between nations, and specifically to prevent transfer of hazardous waste from developed to less 
developed countries (LDCs). 
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has existed for much of humankind's presence on planet earth and still exists in many parts of the GS today 

(Calisto Friant et al., 2020a). The current hegemonic GN-centred ways of imagining the CE inevitably silence 

indigenous discourses from the GS even though these communities share the same ambitions of creating 

regenerative systems that sustain, restore, and are respectful of the Earth. This exclusion has the attendant 

danger of recreating “anthropocentric and ethnocentric ideas” that stem from “westernised environmental 

discourses” as opposed to the desire for eco-centricity that a CE proclaims (Calisto Friant et al., 2020a).  

Challenges are also posed on a more practical level as it remains unclear how the role of the CE can be 

materialized in GS contexts where circular practices are often carried on by informal waste pickers and 

recyclers (Gall et al., 2020; Gutberlet et al., 2017). Historically, in the context of sustainable development, 

failure to explicitly consider the needs and lived experiences of marginalised social actors (women, 

indigenous people, etc.) has resulted in poor development outcomes. When innovation (and its companion 

buzzwords) is not historically situated and does not recognize global structures of inequality, it promotes 

a neoliberal agenda that assumes scarcity and poverty are the results of individual (lack of) efforts, promotes 

individualistic values and reduces complex problems to technical solutions (De Saille et al., 2021; Pansera 

& Jimenez, 2021).  

2.2.1 The North-South Divide 

As mentioned above, Muchangos (2021) established the connection between high-income countries and 

the GN and low-income countries and the GS. If we adopt a more nuanced approach to the nation-based 

determination of GN and GS, these power relations appear even more complex. Although there is a 

considerable overlapping between the spaces of privilege and the geographic north, a country-based 

generalization also presents some limitations, especially when we aim at analysing systems that are 

established across countries, like that of CE.  

In fact, the sources used by Muchangos (2021) to establish the equivalence between nations and GN/GS 

provide a critical analysis to the oversimplification of these power asymmetries based on an assessment of 

nations. One of Muchangos (2021) sources to define GN mentions: “It seems that the Brandt line has become 

blurred today, and that a [geographic] north-south divide is not necessarily the most effective way to map 

global development” (Tait, 2016, p. 14) The other source mentions: “Today the world is much more complex 

than the Brandt Line depicts (…) inequality within countries has also been growing and some commentators 
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now talk of a ‘GN’ and a ‘GS’ referring respectively to richer or poorer communities which are found both 

within and between countries”(Royal Geographical Society, 2013, p. 1). These critical views are relevant to 

JUST2CE because it allows for the mapping of the GN and GS to be traced as empirical case-studies develop. 

Like this, the local expressions of GN and GS can be identified at scales that are meaningful to the specific 

cases (and not simply at national levels), which is useful to understand the local expressions of global 

capitalist, colonial and silencing forces living within the formal and informal expressions of CE. As 

mentioned by Francis (2021, line 689) “Given the expansion of global capitalism, however, the nation-state-

based mode of analysis misses the fact that there are Global Souths in the geographic North and Global 

Norths in the geographic South”. 

Perhaps, a useful conceptualization of GN and GS for a decolonial perspective could be one that goes beyond 

geography and stems from processes of dispossession (GN) or resistance (GS). The GN signifying the 

processes and places creating inequality, labour exploitation and knowledge silencing, while the GS is 

represented by the forces resisting and/or existing in spite of present-day global capitalist exploitation, 

which are usually a palimpsest of historical relations of coloniality (see e.g. (De Sousa Santos, 2014; Mignolo, 

2007; Ndlovu, 2014; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2012; Walsh, 2007). 

As specific examples that illustrate these nuances are the marginal and collective forms of organisation in 

the geographic north that work to challenge the current linear and exploitation-based economy of the GN 

(Francis, 2021). This author mentions the need for “reconceptualizing the GS to include not only nation-

states but also the people and spaces that racial capitalism positions as expendable in both the geographic 

North and South” (p. 693). In a similar vein, there are extensions of the GN can be identified the geographic 

South. For example, Smith (2010) explains how international aid is in control of the elites in Nigeria, which 

has contributed to maintain social inequality in the country. The attribution of funds to development is 

carried out through an increasingly number of NGOs that manipulate discourses of development for their 

own interests. Adesina (2020) explains how doners, international NGOs and international consultants have 

weakened the processes of deliberative governance in African contexts. He says: “A third concern is the 

deleterious impact of the politics of policy merchandising on deepening democratic culture and deliberative 

governance. The effect of the role of extra-territorial actors — from donors, international NGOs to 

consultants — has been to weaken the anchoring of policy making on domestic deliberative governance.” 

(p. 17) 
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2.3 The social dimensions of CE (labour, gender, justice) 

Despite some definitions of the CE emphasize social dimensions, and in particular social equity, literature 

seeking to explore this dimension in a systematic way is still scarce. The most common reason for this 

exclusion is that social and ecological benefits are wrongly conceived as by-products of the transition and 

assumed to be achievable by simply decoupling economic growth from the environmental impacts. However, 

most empirical studies that assess social effects only underline the positive economic growth and 

employment effects in the EU, and its respective Member States. While some scholars highlight a net job 

creation potential in the EU waste management, as a direct consequence of the replacement of less labour-

intensive landfilling with labour-intensive recycling activities (Mitchell and James, 2015), others also indicate 

that employment could significantly decrease in low- to upper-middle-income countries outside the EU, in 

particular in labour-intense apparel production (Repp et al., 2021). In other words, mainstreaming the CE 

might even worsen workers’ conditions in the GS by eliminating or drastically reducing their source of 

income—discarded recyclables (Amorim de Oliveira, 2021).  

Beyond the still uncertain estimates on employment, there is no further questioning of mainstream 

conceptualizations of work, including care work, or time use, nor mention of alternative patterns of 

consumption and production beyond the market rationale, e.g. experiences of sufficiency, de-/post-growth 

and commoning (Hobson and Lynch, 2016). High uncertainty surrounds the job market in the newly 

emerging CE; broader patterns of globalization, demographic and technological changes will entail 

profound structural shifts in employment, fundamentally transform the type of work to be done, where it is 

done, and who it is done by. The “where” has not yet been sufficiently addressed in terms of questioning 

the uneven distribution of benefits and disadvantages of the circular transition (Camacho-Otero et al., 

2018), although environmental justice studies have long documented the disproportionate siting of toxic 

waste facilities in GS contexts. This happens when companies in developed economies that are committed 

to CE goals, end up ‘exporting’ their surplus waste towards ‘pollutable’ populations, thus continuing 

colonial processes of devaluation of racialized lives and territories (Amorim de Oliveira, 2021). Scarce 

attention has been dedicated so far to understanding if the transition to a CE is possible without challenging 

how the creation of value is framed and conceived in the globalized economy. For example, in some 

economies, re-circulating materials through maintenance and repair work is not just about preventing 
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materials from going to the landfill, but involves sharing knowledge in ways that are not just ‘useful’ or 

‘productive’ (Anantharaman, 2021).  

Moreover, the gender dimension, and specifically reproductive and care work (conducted mostly by women 

both in GN and GS), has been widely neglected by CE studies. Since social reproduction and care are 

fundamental dimensions of the economy, and key drivers of ecological transformation (Barca, 2020a), there 

is also a need to understand how the social actors performing this work can contribute to the design and 

implementation of CEs, starting from the community level (Pla-Julián and Guevara, 2019).  

Overall, questions of justice (social, geographical, and gender) have remained unanswered by the CE 

literature, thus calling for more critical and systemic approaches to theorizing and imagining a transition. 

 

3. Towards a Just Circular Economy based on 

humility. The unknown unknowns. 

While some authors claim that CE should be understood as an emerging practical ideology that lacks an 

evidence-based theoretical framework to guide implementation (Velenturf and Purnell, 2021), some others 

argue that those conceptual limitations are not important for practitioners, which need further empirical 

research rather than theoretical discussions (Kirchherr and van Santen, 2019). Nevertheless, considering 

that the CE is still a relatively recent concept, we believe it remains a strong necessity to build its theoretical 

foundations. Otherwise, CE runs the risk of lacking systemic validity, critical social relevance and its claims 

and propositions might be unachievable on a relevant scale to effectively address the socio-ecological 

challenges of the 21st century.  

With the aim of responding to the criticisms explored in the previous sections, we here offer a novel 

multidimensional framework that seeks to assess how complex value is created, destroyed and distributed 

in CE initiatives. This section describes both a theoretical and a methodological framework that makes the 

JUST2CE case studies comparable (or not) with a focus on the overall impact of the CE and tries to avoid CE 

becoming uncritically black-boxed. By exploring the commonalities and differences of the case studies, we 

aim to navigate and inspect social implications, using our experiences to reflect on the interactions between 

plural narratives and uncertainty in the global governance of CE. 
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First of all, we acknowledge that CE is an emergent concept. Emergent means that it gradually evolves, 

sometimes dissolves, and pops up at unexpected moments, in a rather unplanned way. Being emergent, CE 

is characterized by irreducible complexity, deep uncertainties, multiple legitimate perspectives, value 

dissent, high stakes, and urgency of decision-making (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993; Kovacic, 2017; Pereira 

and Funtowicz, 2015). That uncertainty presents itself both as an opportunity and a challenge in the sense 

that we have to think of other knowledges and other concepts that will then reanimate former knowledge 

and make it relevant and valuable. In this view, uncertainty shifts from being a problem to be solved, to 

being a way of viewing problems (Felice et al., 2021; Scoones and Stirling, 2020; Stirling, 2010). With our 

framework, we embrace a “humble” approach in our research. Humility is associated with irreducible 

uncertainty and epistemic pluralism. The higher the uncertainty, the more humility we ought to apply to it. 

We here refer to “humility” in its epistemic sense. This ties in with the observation that “making decisions 

under unavoidable ignorance requires new forms of justification, rationality, legitimation and monitoring 

consequences” (Parviainen et al., 2021). The concept, common to many research fields as philosophy of 

science, complexity theory, postcolonial theory and critical theory, recognizes that knowledge of the world 

is always interpreted, structured, and filtered by the observer, and calls for other ways of 'knowing' 

beyond epistemologies that derive from the Western tradition. 

Specifically, we here draw on the STS (Science and Technology Studies) concept of  “technologies of 

humility”—“social technologies” and/or disciplines (such as history, moral philosophy, political theory and 

social studies of science, in addition to the sciences themselves) which allows to accommodate the partiality 

of scientific knowledge and pose “the questions we should ask of almost every human enterprise that 

intends to alter society: what is the purpose; who will be hurt; who benefits; and how can we know?” 

(Jasanoff, 2021, 2007). These are presented as a counterbalance to what Jasanoff refers to as the modern 

reliance on “technologies of hubris”—a command and control approach to science and technology that seeks 

to clear the way for science-driven innovation (Stilgoe et al., 2013a). “These technologies of humility compel 

us to reflect on the sources of ambiguity, indeterminacy and complexity. Humility instructs us to think 

harder about how to reframe problems so that their ethical dimensions are brought to light, which new facts 

to seek and when to resist asking science for clarification. Humility directs us to alleviate known causes of 

people's vulnerability to harm, to pay attention to the distribution of risks and benefits, and to reflect on 

the social factors that promote or discourage learning”  (Jasanoff, 2007). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_epistemology
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To this end, Jasanoff proposes four pillars for realizing ‘technologies of humility’: framing, vulnerability, 

distribution, and learning (Figure 1). Together, these provide a scaffolding for the ethical questions we 

should be asking about the future of CE. These four pillars will conceptually drive our exploration in JUST2CE 

and we will now explicate how each pillar will be conceived and addressed in the JUST2CE framework, what 

are the leading questions for each, and what theoretical lenses will be used to explore them (Table 2). As 

made explicit by the aims of the project itself, the framework is transdisciplinary as it draws upon and 

integrates empirical and theoretical elements from a variety of fields.  

 

3.1 The theoretical foundations of JUST2CE framework 

Following Jasanoff’s technologies of humility, Framing comes first.  

If a problem is framed too narrowly, too broadly, or simply in the wrong terms, then the solution will suffer 

from the same defects. As seen in Section 1, depending on the case and context, CE is open to a variety of 

competing interpretations and interests, governance regimes, and modes of public awareness (Pinch and 

Bijker, 2012). Even though the concepts of frame and framing have been taken up by a wide range of 

academic disciplines (Cornelissen and Werner, 2014), we draw on the definition of framing as “the processes 

through which actors seek to impose interpretations and order upon an ambiguous social world” (Hajer and 

Laws, 2009). Framing an issue, in this case the transition to CE and its risks and benefits, proceeds within 

a space that is bounded by innumerable prior commitments, many of which have been more or less stably 

“black boxed” in the form of organisations, institutions, policy cultures, and social relations or practices. In 

other words, we acknowledge that different CE framings are embedded in larger institutional contexts and 

practices, entwined with and reflected in actors’ tacit presuppositions of the world . Therefore, we here 

propose that CE visions should be scrutinized regarding both the rationale for the transition and in terms 

of a specific set of governance arrangements and technological configurations that are proposed, since they 

can ‘empower certain actors over other actors’ (Harcourt, 1998). Societal institutions and organisations are 

central in the basic framing of CE as they set the normative and contextual constraints, the cultural terms, 

and cognitive elements in the policy field around which CE is debated. Understanding institutions requires 

attending both to their social fact qualities and to the bidirectional nature of institutional processes as they 

influence and are influenced by actors (Purdy et al., 2019).  
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The leading questions that will guide our “framing” exploration in the case-studies will be focused on: 

 

How does the organisation/institution frame CE? Who is advocating the CE, which narratives are they using, 

and which factors they consider supporting or hindering its adoption? How are different framings of CE 

shaping different forms of implementation (i. e. governance)? How are different forms of institutions 

(regulative, normative, cognitive) shaping different framings of CE? How is the concept of CE re-

appropriated and re-articulated in different contexts? 

 

Borrowing from institutional theory, we will explore the institutional environments shaping CE framings in 

our case-studies. Particular attention will be given to three institutional pillars: regulative – i.e., formal 

institutions that enable/hamper CE practices, e.g. national/international regulation, laws, rules, sanctions 

systems etc. - ; normative – i.e., socially accepted behaviour that favours or encumbers the implementation 

of CE practices, e.g. social and moral obligations, binding expectation, etc. -; cognitive – i.e., institutions 

that are taken for granted, e.g. shared understanding, world views, common beliefs (including gender bias) 

- structures that together interact and characterize an institution (Scott, 2010). The institutional approach 

directs us to consider the interplay of varied organisational actors and the contending institutional logics, 

authority structures, and conflicts that occur among them to understand the shape of the CE framing in that 

specific context.  

 

Vulnerability  

Vulnerability is commonly defined as a situation in which someone is at increased likelihood of being 

harmed and/or not having her/his/their interests justly considered. Often vulnerability is taken as an 

objective phenomenon that can be made subject to measurement (Vardy and Smith, 2017), however it is 

probably more informative to pay attention to the processes of vulnerabilization, in which the other is made 

or kept vulnerable. A special focus is here given on understanding why these processes of vulnerabilization 

exist in the first place and on examining issues of power and social difference (Bullard, 2008). In our 

interpretation, vulnerability is intimately interwoven with epistemic injustice that refers to the silencing  of 

voices and limitations within narratives that are represented in research and practice (Fricker, 2007). In 
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other words, hiding voices of marginalised identities and their relation to systems of domination and 

discrimination make them potentially more vulnerable in a societal transition like CE. Therefore, epistemic 

injustice in CE stems from structural exclusion of marginalised producers and recipients of knowledge. In 

this sense, silencing and concealment become semiotic dispositifs for the reproduction of global inequalities 

(Giuliani, 2019). For these reasons, including vulnerability in our framework means giving central place for 

values, understandings, practices, narratives, actors typically unnoticed, underplayed, or misrepresented in 

the scientific approaches currently framing the mainstream CE transition.  

Concerns about epistemic injustices, broadly understood as the marginalisation and/or degradation of 

knowledge systems not aligned to the western scientific canon, have been at the core of decolonial and 

postcolonial scholarships. Notwithstanding the heterogeneity of positions and perspectives within them, 

they share the commitment of "provincializing Europe" (Chakrabarty, 2009) by contesting and subverting 

the unquestioned universality of the western episteme and by engaging with modes of knowledge 

production employed and imagined outside the western borders (Escobar, 2004). 

Decolonial thinkers (Escobar, 2008; Mignolo, 2007; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2012; Walsh, 2007) (acknowledge 

that all forms of knowledge (FoKs) are partial and situated (Okere et al., 2005), and that the universal 

imposition of western knowledge has resulted in “epistemicide”, whereas the making of a responsible and 

governable future is relinquished to an elite of actors, who tend to marginalize other FoKs from the spaces 

they control (De Sousa Santos, 2014).  

Responding to the critiques raised to CE in the previous sections, some of our case studies will look at the 

assimilation of western discourses and practices of CE in the GS, considering this as a form of “epistemicide” 

or “coloniality of power” (Mignolo, 2007; Quijano, 2000). Being aware of how the mainstream Western view 

of CE is able to dominate other views by masquerading as universal knowledge and presenting itself as a 

god-like view of truth (Grosfoguel, 2007), we will look for alternative ways of framing the CE embedded in 

GS experience (Amanatidou and Gritzas, 2020; Pansera et al., 2020). As post-development scholars have 

long argued, the assumption that Western-style, business innovation (which is the main driver in CE 

transition) drives social progress and economic growth has led to a number of shortcomings for GS 

countries, imprisoning them into logics of catching-up, the subordination or annihilation of local 

knowledges, and the promotion of unsustainable innovation models. This tends to lock-in innovation within 
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logics of GDP growth, individualism and competition, thus reproducing a modernity bias embedded in 

colonial legacies (Jimenez and Roberts, 2019).  

Postcolonial, decolonial, post-structuralist and feminist criticism have emphasized the situatedness of 

knowledge, challenging the universal claims of ‘Western’ knowledge. As seen in the case of 

dominant/marginalised knowledge, the dualisms rooted in Western culture (and in capitalism) present 

hierarchical ontological divisions between normative and derivative subjectivities, seen as “deviances” (or 

“othered”): civilized vs savage, mind vs body, human vs nature, male vs female (Plumwood, 1993). Dualist 

thinking divides the world into bifurcated hierarchies and is inherent to all forms of oppression and 

domination. Following the binary logic, “humanity” comes to be identified with a white male subject of 

History, pertaining to the (capitalistic) sphere of science, technology and industry, while “nature”, “women” 

and “savage” are identified with a devalued and passive “reproductive” sphere (Barca 2020). Like unpaid care 

work, the essential coordinating role played by environmental systems is taken for granted and exploited 

by market forces as if the supply of environmental goods and services were unlimited and costless (O’Hara, 

1997; Perkins, 1997; Shiva, 1988). Globally invisible and gendered, this reproductive or meta-industrial 

work (Salleh, 1997) involves the maintenance of complex relationships across several dimensions - 

ecological, biological, economic, social, and cultural. Women are in fact more likely than men to provide 

unpaid care (reproductive and subsistence work) and commoning work - e.g., transmitting practices of care 

and responsibility for natural resources (environmental reproduction work). In short: not recognizing ‘the 

forces of reproduction’ (Barca, 2020b) that sustain production, i.e., the role of reproductive work in 

mediating between nature and ‘the economy’, through the daily regeneration of human (and non-human) 

life, means perpetuating the logic of the capitalist global economy.  The leading questions that will guide 

our “vulnerability” exploration on gender issues in the case-studies will be focused on: 

Whose voices and interests are heard and whose voices and interests are neglected? How are relations within 

CE shaped by historical processes of dispossession (like colonialism, extractivism, land grabbing) and by 

gendered divisions of labour)? How do gender relations shape work conditions, innovation and 

organisational conditions in CE initiatives? What is the role of women (and social reproduction work more 

broadly) in the CE? Can we identify and name meta-industrial labour wherever it occurs in CE initiatives? 

Can the contribution of meta-industrial labour be included in CE models? 
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As emphasized in the previous sections, another gap concerns the concealment or invisibility of gender 

perspectives that is absent from the formal CE arena and public debate within the hegemonic CE (technical-

focused) framing (Pla-Julián and Guevara, 2019). As several scholars have argued, development projects 

that have failed to problematize the issue of gender, exclude and marginalize women, depriving them of 

livelihoods and status (Marchand and Parpart, 1995).  

Our approach aims at going beyond the mainstreamed tendency that reduces gender issues to gender 

equality indices, thus framing gender equality as a business case (Foss et al., 2013). Most of the current 

gender analysis has focused exclusively on women and production — that is the impact of changes in the 

global economy on women's labour force participation. In JUST2CE we acknowledge that the global 

ecological crisis is the outcome of a capitalist patriarchal system that treats both women and nature as 

“resources” and relies equally on unpaid female labour as well as on securing constantly new “cheap 

natures” (Salleh, 1997; Salleh et al., 2017). Consequently, for the CE to become an effective response to the 

crisis, it must take meta-industrial work into account.  

Drawing on Feminist Ecological Economics (FEE) and Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) scholarships, we 

acknowledge that gender and its intersections with other independent variables (such as age, social class, 

race, ethnicity, sexuality, or disability) and, in turn, their relation to systems of domination and 

discrimination, offer important insights on how to make a democratic and equity-enhancing transition to 

an economy based on less material throughput. As mentioned in the previous sections, the environmental 

crisis is inherently intertwined with the oppression of marginalised groups, and neither issue can be solved 

independently. JUST2CE will thus focus on how CE policy can impact, as well as be envisioned by, 

marginalised and vulnerable groups. Embracing a decolonial and gender-based lenses, JUST2CE abandons 

“suprapolitical objectivity” (Said, 2003) and draws on critical analyses of power and inequity: this means 

politicizing knowledge production and co-production, adopting a critical politics of location (Haraway, 

1988) and problematizing pervasive forms of colonial thinking in theoretical and methodological 

approaches to research (which will be further discussed later in this report). 

Distribution 

When transitions towards more sustainable futures are envisioned, distributional aspects (who gets what 

environmental benefits and burdens) and related justice need to be taken into account from a global, 
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planetary-boundary perspective. Considering the harms and benefits of these transitions, critically 

examining who is (and who is not) part of these processes, who wins and who loses, and recognizing the 

historical exclusion of peoples and worldviews, are essential to ensuring that system transitions are not 

only more sustainable, but also more just. In short: there is a need to understand “who defines what is just, 

and for whom” (Newell and Mulvaney, 2013) and how these questions are related to existing power 

structures in different contexts. 

The leading questions that will guide our “distribution” exploration in the case-studies will be: 

 

Who bears the costs or enjoys the benefits from CE policies? How CE transition is changing the social 

landscape in terms of the distribution of risks and benefits when compared to parallel linear economies ? 

Why does CE occur in one place and not in another? How do CE transitions unfold across different 

geographical context[s]? Who has access to funds related to the promotion of CE? Who are excluded from 

these funding? Is CE going to disrupt geopolitical arrangement? What happen if the north decides to re-

localise its production? 

 

Two dimensions of distribution of benefits and burdens from CE transitions and policies will be explored: 

the geographical (i.e., distribution between different countries) and the social (i.e., distribution between 

different social groups) which connect to the two different conceptualizations of GN and GS mentioned 

above (section 2.2.1).  

The former closely relates to the concept of Ecologically Unequal Exchange (EUE), developed in academia 

and particularly in Ecological Economics (Hornborg and Alf, 1998; Muradian et al., 2002) as a challenge to 

mainstream economic theories of trade. EUE claims that consumption and capital accumulation in the GN is 

based on environmental degradation and extraction in the peripheries, or the GS. According to this concept, 

global political–economic factors, especially the structure of international trade, shape the unequal 

distribution of environmental harms and human development, so that wealthier nations have 

disproportionate access to both natural resources and sink capacity for waste in poorer nations (Dorninger 

et al., 2021; Frey et al., 2018; Givens et al., 2019). By externalizing environmentally damaging production 

and disposal activities to GS countries (burden-shifting), GN countries can enlarge the domestic carrying 
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capacity (i.e., stocks of natural resources that yield important goods and services as well as its sink-capacity 

- waste assimilation properties of ecological systems) (Ripa et al., 2020). Recent research on global recycling 

has shown how waste (often toxic waste) in the GN (bounded by stringent local law enactments) has often 

been shipped to the GS, where it is processed and recycled into manufactured goods, many of which find 

their way back to the GN—either as new consumer goods or as packaging (Bai and Givens, 2021; Dorninger 

et al., 2021; Gollakota et al., 2020; Kolcava et al., 2019).  

Such displacements, and the consequent "ecological debt" (Hornborg and Martinez-Alier, 2016) exemplified 

by a range of environmentally destructive activities in the GS, have been often claimed by environmental 

justice activists and scholars to be the main source of Environmental Distribution Conflicts (EDC) (Martinez-

Alier, 2021; Scheidel et al., 2018). Borrowing from Political Ecology, we argue that CE frameworks need to 

acknowledge and respond to this kind of structural global asymmetries. In addition to the geographical 

distribution of burdens and benefits, the notion of “justice” addresses questions of access to resources and 

opportunities that are deemed to be critical to redress social injustices. One of the social challenges faced 

by any CE transition is that of envisioning a transformation of the labour market, both formal and informal. 

As CE transitions will require large-scale changes to infrastructure, technology, and socioeconomic 

frameworks, both state and nonstate actors are concerned about the economic and social implications for 

businesses, local communities, and the millions of individuals directly or indirectly employed in the supply-

chains that the CE aims to transform. Here the focus here will be placed on two issues: 

- investigate the role of workers and local communities in phasing-out fossil-intensive or polluting 

activities, and their potential contribution to CE politics/policy; 

- discuss the role of informal waste scavengers, or waste pickers, in CE activities and policies. 

How are costs, benefits and opportunities of CE distributed at different scales and among different social 

realities? What types of transformation can the CE bring to different peoples/workers and social groups? 

How can the CE benefit workers and communities whose livelihoods currently depend on high-carbon 

sectors? How do formal CE initiatives affect informal sector circularities? What types of capacity-building 

and skills development, social protection, inclusive and participatory processes, and gender responsive  

actions can make the CE more just? How are the benefits and opportunities of CE distributed among social 

classes?  
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The above questions emerge from the awareness that, if not managed in a just way, CE transitions could 

create unnecessary hardship for affected workers and their communities, and even lead to pushback that 

could hamper the implementation of such policies. In this perspective, the notion of “just transition” as 

emerged from the labour movement becomes important. The pioneer of the just transition concept was a 

Canadian labour member, Brian Kohler who in 1966 stated: “The real choice is not jobs or environment. It 

is both or neither.” This sentence well summarizes the transition concept that is both justified and essential 

in light of today’s deep political polarization and “jobs-versus-environment” tensions (Eisenberg, 

2019). Later, in the early 2000s, organized labour became increasingly concerned that international climate 

negotiations were not addressing the social and employment impacts of climate policy and led a coordinated 

effort to mainstream the just transitions concept. This effort played a crucial role in strengthening the 

synergies between labour and environmental justice movements that jointly seeks a distributive component 

on top of traditional environmentalism's conservation priorities. 

Summing up, in JUST2CE, just transition means understanding the multidimensional causes and 

consequences of global inequalities over the very long term to ensure that costs and benefits of a transition 

are fairly distributed.  

Learning  

What matters in JUST2CE is not just to investigate the CE, but how we do so. The realization of economic 

and social value has also long been considered the utmost responsibility of scientific institutions which 

systematically failed to examine which values are important, and whether these can be universally applied 

across countries, continents and cultures (Macnaghten et al., 2014). This realization has led to calls for new 

ways of doing science that actively engage in different types of knowledge in a participatory setting (Adelle 

et al., 2019; Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993; Pereira and Funtowicz, 2015). Building upon this focus on (co-

)learning, we refer to the importance of public dialogue in “opening up”  CE frameworks to the pluralism in 

the social appraisal of a transition (Stirling et al., 2008) as a way of understanding and exploring associated 

ethical issues, dilemmas and possible impacts (intended or unintended). In JUST2CE, we acknowledge that 

communities that are impacted by a phenomenon have unique forms of expertise that should be integral to 

how the phenomenon is understood and ultimately addressed. The conversation becomes, therefore, a tool 

for building reflexivity (Lynch, 2000). With the aim of capturing the different “visions of desirable futures” 
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(Sovacool and Hess, 2017) of communities affected by either unsustainable waste management or 

sustainability policies (or both), JUST2CE will adopt a participatory approach in knowledge production, 

assessment and governance (Guimarães Pereira and Saltelli, 2017).  

The term “co-production”, as well as the variety of related concepts and labels including science-policy 

interface, democratization of expertise, knowledge brokering, and responsible innovation, have gained 

traction in debates about climate knowledge in general and climate adaptation more particularly (Lemos 

and Morehouse, 2005; Visbeck, 2007; Ziervogel et al., 2016). In our interpretation of co-learning, citizens 

and stakeholders are not seen as passive users or beneficiaries of goods and/or services contributing to 

their success or failure (Sorrentino et al., 2018) but they are necessary active elements of a ‘new participatory 

governance’ aiming at democratic and critical deliberation. Co-learning is about social desirability, i.e., 

participation in defining the goals of transitions, their purposes and motivations. It is expected that the 

collaboration of researchers and knowledge users integrate different ways of knowing and develops 

knowledge that is actionable and contributes to effective, legitimate and socially transformative solutions. 

The leading questions that will guide our “learning” exploration in the case-studies will be: 

 

What is hindering the realization of epistemological pluralism in CE initiatives? Are people mobilizing 

alternative imaginaries in their desirable transition? What values and practices remain constant across 

different contexts, and what elements emerge from localized engagement? 

Zooming out from the technical debate, JUST2CE proposes an overall engagement strategy seeking to 

understand how actors, at multiple geographical scales, conceive the benefits and challenges of CE in 

relation to community-based goals, and how they mobilize these imaginaries in their own visions of the 

future. The approach of ‘working with rather than on people’ is central to Responsible Research and 

Innovation (RRI), which, among other things, emphasizes the need for bottom-up processes through 

mechanisms of deliberation and inclusion (Owen et al., 2012). It further reaffirms the non-neutrality, non-

beneficence and non-linearity of innovation/transition (Conley and York, 2020). In JUST2CE, the different 

RRI dimensions (anticipation, reflexivity, deliberation, responsiveness and participation) (Owen et al., 2012; 

Stilgoe et al., 2013b) will be applied both in conduction of the project in practice, and in induction of the 

results as embedded in the project methodology. 
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As in any transformation process of a technology development, a wider systems of practices are included 

in the CE transition, hence, the impacts and outcomes from transition to CE will not be immediately known 

and realised (De Jong et al., 2015). This indicates that time delays are expected between when the CE 

projects are implemented and when the real consequences or impacts are visible. As a result, the capacity 

to predict unfavourable outcomes related to CE transition is essential through the inclusion of stakeholders 

and innovation actors. Deliberative and inclusive processes will be used to legitimise the process of analysis 

and ensure that the outputs of JUST2CE are salient and credible. Therefore, the purpose of planned focus 

group discussions (FGD) goes beyond sharing ideas and knowledge; but an attempt to incorporate relevant 

ethical and social aspects and stakeholders concerns in the design and development of CE development 

path. These focus groups will offer the opportunity to open up visions, purposes, questions, and difficulties 

to all stakeholders (Stilgoe et al., 2013a) and to collectively discuss the main findings of the case-studies 

analysis with the extended peer-community. 

Reflexivity accentuates cause-and-effect linkages by learning from cumulative experience through the 

innovation process. Being reflective entails allowing an iterative planning and execution process, as well as 

reflecting on the outcomes of each activity (Setiawan et al., 2018). The findings of the case studies will be 

used to facilitate a better reflexive analysis for developing answers to the previously raised fundamental 

questions related to a just CE transition. This will help in defining the boundaries and elements of the system 

and identifying their causal relationships in multiple dimensions and will eventually illustrate an overview 

of the feedback structure as the basis for understanding the dynamics of CE transition process. 
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Figure 1. Just Circular Economy technologies of humility 

 

The four dimensions encompassed by the Just CE technologies of humility must not be conceived as 

ghettoized silos of knowledge. As made explicit by the partial overlapping of leading questions, these 

dimensions are not disjointed and compartmentalized but they reflect the collaborative transdisciplinary 

exercise of recognizing interdependencies among issues and research fields. As the dotted axes presented 

in Figure 1, the lines separating these four dimensions are permeable thus signifying the inherent refusal 

of silo-thinking. 
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Table 1. Summary table including humility dimensions, core leading questions and research approaches 

Humility pillars Leading questions Research Approach 

Framing 
What kinds of broader understandings of the world shape how 

CE is understood and mobilized? 

Science & Technology Studies (STS) 

Organization Studies 

Vulnerability 
Whose voices and interests are heard and whose voices 

and interests are neglected?  

Decolonial Studies 

Feminist Ecological Economics (FEE) 

Distribution 
How are costs, benefits and opportunities of CE distributed 

at different scales and among different social realities? 

Environmental Justice 

Just Transition 

Political Ecology 

Learning 
Are people mobilizing alternative imaginaries in their desirable 

transition? 

Responsible Research & Innovation (RRI) 

Post-normal Science 
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3.2 Research Philosophy: the reflexive and iterative praxis of the 

JUST2CE  

The purpose of the framework is not to confine the outcomes of the case-studies analysis into a pre-

determined set of theories and/or methodological approaches but to set a context in which discussion of 

CE issues can be framed and related to a particular piece of research. It offers a clear set of signposts that, 

when expanded, can give a set of conceptual statements for analysis in a particular study. Given the 

transdisciplinary nature of the project, we hence acknowledge that there cannot be a methodological 

blueprint in terms of “one-size-fits-all”. 

Keeping these caveats in mind, we also consider the limitations of providing a general framework for such 

a diversity of cases. Case-study teams will autonomously decide the best strategy to address the cases 

within this framework with the assistance of the WP2 plenary team. This strategy will include the selection 

of the variables of interest (relevant actors and their features, relevant flow of materials or energy, linear 

process(es) and corresponding circular alternative(s), relevant traits of the governance system, relevant 

historical events, etc.) and a plan to collect the information (interviews, secondary sources, etc.). The cases 

are heterogeneous in many respects. Every case will allow us to reach different levels of depth for different 

matters. Just as it is not necessary to use every word in the dictionary in every conversation, so it is not 

necessary to use every metric in each case-study. The range of metrics aims to cover the full breadth of 

economic, environmental and social aspects which may be needed to answer a range of questions, but in 

each case the number and type of metrics used will depend on the specific question being asked.  

Nevertheless, in JUST2CE, the responsiveness to local contexts needs also to be balanced with situating the 

object or context within the larger picture. It is a matter of understanding how the locale of the researcher 

and the researched is placed inside larger systems of meaning as well as geographies. Here, reflexivity can 

be thought of as a method of meta-analysis, whereby researchers can analyse their working hypotheses, 

analytical processes, and ongoing conclusions. 

To warrant co-design and reflexive practices, the following activities will be pursued: 

• a loop-like pattern of multiple rounds of revisiting the data as additional questions emerge, new 

connections are unearthed, and more complex formulations develop along with a deepening 

understanding of the data collected. Data collection, data analysis, and theory development will 
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happen in an iterative process. The role of iteration in data analysis, not as a repetitive mechanical 

task but as a reflexive process, will be the key to sparking insight and developing meaning. This 

will serve as a platform for reflexive thinking on a micro level (i.e., single case-study); 

• monthly project group meetings to discuss and plan the research procedures and reflect on the 

progress of the study beyond the single case-study. This will serve as a platform for reflexive 

thinking on a meso level (i.e., from the WP2 plenary perspective); 

• continuous co-learning training activities recognizing the distributed nature of knowledge 

generation and learning across partners.  

3.2.1 First training session on key concepts and approaches for critical Circular 

Economy research 

After a pre-training preparation activity (where articles and notes were shared - by Teams platform - to 

pursue a common language across diverse partner backgrounds), the first internal training sessions has 

been held at Centre for Social Studies (CES), University of Coimbra (Portugal), on 19-20th October 2021. 

The aim of this first session was to offer preliminary training on some of the basic concepts and approaches 

informing our framework, i.e.: just transition, environmental justice, gender, and decolonisation. Due to the 

COVID-19 situation, the session was held in a hybrid format with both onsite and virtual versions to 

accommodate all participants. The first training session encompassed four two hours sessions (detailed 

below) where each invited speaker gave a presentation of around 30-40 minutes followed by a plenary Q&A 

session.  

Session 1 - Decolonizing methods 

Moderated by Joana Sousa, CES (online) and Stefania Barca, CES/USC 

Gaia Giuliani, CES: The refusal of universality: For a decolonisation of knowledge production through a 

feminist and postcolonial approach 

Emanuela Girei, University of Sheffield: Decolonisation, identities and self-reflexivity (online) 

Session 2 – Environmental Justice  

Moderated by Giacomo D’Alisa, CES  
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Irina Velicu, CES: Undoing Environmental Justice 

Teresa Meira, CES: Introduction to the environmental justice framework 

Session 3 – Gender 

Moderated by Mario Pansera, University of Vigo/Autonomous University of Barcelona 

Andrea Jimenez, University of Sheffield: Gender and Innovation (online) 

Stefania Barca, CES/Santiago De Compostela University: Feminist ecological economics (FEE) and political 

ecology (FPE) 

Session 4 - Just Transition 

Moderated by Emanuele Leonardi, CES 

Paul Guillibert, CES: Past, present and future of Just Transition 

Inês Teles, Climáximo: Just Transition. What it is? What it isn’t? 

A detailed agenda of the training is available in the Annex I. A voluntary and anonymous post-training 

survey was circulated among the partners to get their feedback on the training and to collect requests for 

future training sessions that may be needed during the analysis of the case-studies. 

3.3 The commitment to decolonize research in JUST2CE 

The design of the framework and of the protocol provides an opportunity to reflect on how our identities 

and academic affiliations shape the way we do research and how self-reflexive practices can support our 

commitment to decolonize knowledge and research. Researchers can apply a decolonial lens to their work 

in a variety of ways, according to the literature. We have highlighted four of them here in the hopes of 

igniting a discussion about decolonisation among our group.       

3.3.1 Problematizing indigenous knowledge, embracing radical contextuality 

In reflecting and planning strategies for embracing decolonisation within JUST2CE, one of the first questions 

we need to address is how we conceptualize knowledge and decolonial knowledge. Building on seminal 

works which have unveiled the intertwines between power and knowledge (Foucault, 2002), the historically 

rooted degradation of Others’ identities, histories and knowledge systems and the instrumental use of this 
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knowledge so as to reproduce and nurture unequal and exploitative global relations (Mudimbe, 1988), a 

crucial quandary for our project is that of unfolding what decolonial knowledge might be, what are its 

features and what kind of knowledge might contribute to contrast and subvert the domineering western-

centric knowledge. In addressing these questions, several scholars have called for a turn toward ‘indigenous 

knowledge’ (Briggs, 2013; Darley and Luethge, 2019). The main argument suggests that this turn would 

allow valuing epistemologies alternative to the western canon, to give voice to local communities, and to 

produce knowledge that is locally relevant, and thus more likely to bring about positive impacts and 

emancipatory transformations. However, indigenous knowledge is often both romanticized, poorly 

conceptualized (Jackson, 2013), exoticized (Okere et al., 2005), and framed as a simplistic solution to the 

dominance of western-centric knowledge.  

Starting from a critical constructivist understanding of knowledge, we share Okere et al.’s invite to 

understand local knowledge as the result of “mutual push and pull between the people and the potential in 

their history and life-world, their task-related networks and living communities” (2005, p. 3). In this sense, 

as Briggs (2013) suggests, it is more productive to consider indigenous knowledge systems more as 

epistemologies and less as contents, thus focusing predominantly on ways of knowing and on processes 

able to produce knowledge that is locally relevant and responsive to local challenges and aspirations. In this 

sense, we find it more productive to employ the notion of ‘radical contextuality’ (Escobar, 2008, p. 200), 

which calls for a research orientation that embodies and embeds the context(s) (human, cultural, symbolic, 

historic, economic and so on) where the research takes place. Such an engagement with local contexts 

would contribute to a threefold benefit. Firstly, this would result in a widening of epistemological and 

ontological perspectives, insofar as it would encourage greater mingling among perspectives and knowledge 

systems. This process implies engaging with alternative ways of producing knowledge and meanings and 

making visible hybridised conceptualisations and practices. A second benefit resulting from a stronger 

engagement with local contexts would be superseding the comparative lens that often underpins research 

about the GS. For instance, as Mamdani highlights, whatever the specific field, a key methodological 

quandary concerns “the legitimacy of Africa as a unit of analysis” (Mamdani, 2004, p. 8) and the need to 

abandon the comparative lens that has been consistently adopted to approach Africa, where Africa is 

conceptualized only according to the ways it differs from the West/ern canon. In this sense, radical 

contextuality implies a design and an analytical lens focused on, and responsive to, locally grounded 
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meanings and understandings. We understand this as a continuous process that accompanies all research, 

but especially empirical and interpretative studies that are based on self-reflective practice, an issue which 

we shall return to later. A final important outcome of the researcher’s stronger engagement with local 

contexts is the potential for a greater local impact so that research is not merely written for other researchers 

within an academic club (Khupe and Keane, 2017). Several scholars, especially those committed to 

participatory and/or activist methodologies go even further, suggesting that not only should participants 

be key beneficiaries of the research, but also that asymmetrical researcher-researched relationship should 

be abandoned in favour of a research setting where different actors act as co-researchers. 

3.3.2 Liberating the research design  

A key principle that underpins scientific research is the importance of a deliberately constructed research 

design, which tends to assume that the researcher should be able to plan and direct what will happen in the 

different phases of the study. This widely accepted ‘gold standard’ of good scientific research, not only 

adversely impact upon qualitative, inductive research in general (Cunliffe, 2009), they also have specific 

detrimental consequences for research that is committed to decolonizing knowledge. As discussed, a critical 

feature of decolonized research is engagement with local contexts and meanings, local epistemologies and 

ways of knowing. However, we suggest that these engagements are profoundly compromised when the 

research design, its questions, methodologies and expected impact must be determined before the research 

starts. Acknowledging the constraints that might arise by adhering to a structured research design, we 

suggest that efforts to decolonize knowledge and research would benefit from a stronger orientation toward 

an open-ended approach. This means freeing the research from rigid design, theoretical perspectives or 

methods, so as to minimize the risk of imposing categories and of constraining thinking and actions. An 

open-ended approach is underpinned by a disenchanted attitude towards faithfulness to a single grand 

theory and/or a single overarching paradigm, with a correspondingly increased commitment to perspectives 

that are locally and historically situated (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). Drawing on transformational studies, 

Alff and Hornidge (2019) suggest that an open-ended orientation contributes to the decolonisation of 

knowledge and research by emphasizing the ‘becoming’ rather than the state of being” (ibid,148) of social 

formations and actors, as well as the interconnections and overlapping among social actors, disciplines and 

spaces.  
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3.3.3 Ethical co-production 

It can be argued that in Western scientific practices participants are often reduced to mere objects of 

knowledge for those with the power to do research (Collignon, 2004) and extract useful data. Looking 

specifically at Africa, it has been argued that the continent is commonly seen as a “field” from which to mine 

“raw data” (Nhemachena et al., 2016, p. 15). Wright (2002) suggests that a reconfiguration of relations 

between researchers and researched, so to ease participants’ stronger engagement in the research process, 

not only has the potential to empower indigenous researchers and communities, but it would enable the 

production of knowledge that is meaningful and usable in and for the context where the research took 

place.  

In this sense, we suggest considering an orientation toward co-production as both an epistemological, and 

ethical stance that contributes to subverting the pattern of silencing and misrepresentation of southern 

voices and perspectives, but also to assert the right of human beings to shape the knowledge about them, 

their communities and their organisations (Reason and Bradbury, 2001, p. 2).  

A meaningful way to practice decolonisation and deepen our understanding of local contexts is to develop 

stronger and long-term partnerships with local researchers (Datta, 2018; Keikelame, 2018; Khupe and 

Keane, 2017). This is as long as we shy away from the ‘cultural translator’ role’s expectations and avoid 

reproducing the asymmetries which often shape South/North research partnerships (Carbonnier and 

Kontinen, 2015; Parker and Kingori, 2016), where high-income countries continue to be the prime 

beneficiaries of international research collaborations, especially with regard to authorship, international 

profile and influence in the research process.  

3.3.4 Engagement and self-reflexive practices 

Our understanding of researcher engagement in the research process is not only intellectual but also 

emotional, ethical and political. Epistemologically, this choice is based on the perspective that rejects the 

objectification of people, recognizing the intrinsically social and political nature of knowledge. As Heron 

puts it, researchers “can’t get outside, or try to get outside, the human condition in order to study it” (Heron, 

1996, p. 20), so their efforts should be directed to grounding their accounts in their own experience. 

Feminist scholars have also stressed the epistemic value of the full engagement of the researcher in the 
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production of knowledge and the importance of interconnecting emotions, ethics and reasoning (Collins, 

2016). 

Decolonizing research requires a rupture with requirements for “suprapolitical objectivity” (Said, 2003, p. 

10), on the basis of the acknowledgement that knowledge cannot be neutral, being necessarily interwoven 

with ethical and political threads. In other words, if it is not possible to detach knowledge from the 

circumstances where it is produced, from the necessary involvement of the researcher in a society, it follows 

that it is crucial for researchers to continuously investigate whom and what specific research choices and 

actions they are serving. Furthermore, researchers should reflect on which truths and worldviews they 

sustain and their impact on the lives of those involved in the research, as well as the impact of their identities 

and positionalities in the processes of knowledge production. Thus, our understanding of research 

committed to decolonisation begins by acknowledging the partial, subjective and local value of the research 

outcomes we generate. Our standpoints and positionalities are themselves “objects” of the research process, 

through which we gain a deeper understanding of our roles and knowing strategies.  

In this sense, self-reflexive practice for us entails a critical analysis of the assumptions, values and interests 

underpinning and guiding our action and thinking which implies not only self-awareness about them, but 

also availability to question them (Alvesson and Deetz, 2011). This critical analysis does not aim to reach a 

neutral perspective, disengaged and detached from our own subjectivity; rather it signals interest and 

commitment to minimize the manipulative intents and effects of pre-given lens and to strengthen 

opportunities for a genuine engagement with the diversity of voices and perspectives we encounter. In this 

sense, a kind of self-reflexive practice that we have found particularly helpful in our practices is inspired by 

Foucault’s notion of problematization (Deacon, 2004). Here we use the term to indicate an attitude curious 

and sceptical of too familiar interpretations and thinking, which invites us to critically investigate what we 

take for granted and why what we consider relevant and why and what we dismiss and why. These reflections 

are part of self-reflective practice, which entails scrutinizing the working of our subjectivity along the 

research process. More precisely, starting from the acknowledgement of our active role along the whole 

research process, from the construction of the empirical material to the production of the final text, self-

reflexive practice helps to blur the divide between researcher and researched inasmuch it constantly requires 

including ourselves in our investigation.   
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4. Introduction to the Case-studies 

In order to explore what are the practices that enable or hamper the transition to CE and what are the 

aspects (for example governance, geo-political, social) that have not been taken into account so far, the 

consortium has selected 10 cases of organisations engaged at different stages of transition towards CE: five 

in Europe and five in African countries (Figure 2) taking into account different value chains (plastics, food, 

critical raw materials, etc.), different scale of analysis (from local to global initiatives), different types of 

institutional settings (top-down/bottom-up, formal/informal). The boxes below summarize the main 

features of the case-studies and the most distinctive aspects in each case (Table 2). 

 

Figure 2. Geographical map of the ten JUST2CE case-studies 
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Case Study 1 – Agbogbloshie (Ghana) 

Case description:  

Agbogbloshie, a neighborhood of Accra, before slum development and the e-waste phenomenon over 

recent decades, was (arguably) a pastoral landscape at the periphery of Accra’s urban center. As at the 

end of 2013, the rising volume of e-waste had yet to completely changed the city and region 

landscape. Agbogbloshie has achieved notoriety as one of the most polluted slums in the world by 

hosting the arguably largest informal electronic waste dump in the world. Ghana now imports some 

215,000 metric tons of European computers, cell phones, microwaves, refrigerators, televisions and 

other electronic goods, making Agbogbloshie the second-largest site for processing such e-waste in 

all of West Africa. In this area of Ghana, the urban poor of Accra have been spending years recovering 

parts and metals extracted from imported electronics. In this slum development, informal recyclers 

engage in work such as openly incinerating cables and plastic parts to liberate copper and other 

metals. Similarly, Aboabo in the Kumasi metropolitan, has been identified as a scrap yard amongst 

others in the Ashanti region. Despite work done by various organisations and the contribution of 

recyclers at Agbogbloshie and Aboabo to the CE agenda, their processes and tools remain a major 

challenge in achieving efficiency and effectiveness in their recycling activities. The case study will 

provide understanding into the e-waste value chain in Ghana, using two e-waste sites: Agbogbloshie 

and Aboabo.  

Responsible Partners: Kumasi Hive 

External partners: University of Cape Coast (UCC) and Impact Hub Accra 

  

Case Study 2– PetrecoZim & ZimPhos (Zimbabwe) 

Case description: 

PetrecoZim (Pvt) Limited is an initiative that was started by major companies within the beverage and 

allied industries in Zimbabwe to address environmental pollution related to PET bottles. This was in 

line with concerns that were flagged by the Environmental Management Agency (EMA). The disposal 

of post-consumer polyethylene terephthalate (PCPET) bottles had become a huge problem in the 
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country due to lack of any visible recovery and recycling effort. Serious concerns were therefore raised 

by various environmental stakeholders including EMA, prompting beverage companies to take the 

initiative at their expense to address the problem in a visible and significant way. The specific activities 

of PetrecoZim entail the recovery and processing of recyclable PET bottles to produce flake which is 

used in various end user applications but mainly fibre. To that end the company has invested in a 

500kgs/ hour PET recycling plant which converts post-consumer PET bottles into flake, which is a base 

raw material in polyester fibre industry. 

ZimPhos is the country’s sole producer of phosphate fertilizers, aluminium sulphate for municipal 

water treatment, sulphuric acid and other industrial chemicals. It operates a large factory complex at 

Msasa in Harare where phosphatic fertilizers are produced using phosphate rock supplied from 

Dorowa Mine. The company employs a strong workforce of 1600 people working 24 hrs a day in three 

shifts. From the production of 150 000 tonnes per year of phosphoric acid, Gypsum (750 000 tonnes 

per year) is realised as a by-product. This by-product which is a waste has been found to be useful in 

various productive sectors of the world. One such company which has capitalised on the use of this 

by-product is St Gobain. This company uses Gypsum from Zimphos as a key ingredient in its 

production of construction material. St Gobain Construction (Gyproc) has benefited from utilising this 

waste from ZimPhos to produce construction products such as ceiling board, plastering material, 

paints, grout and ceiling designers. 

Responsible Partners: SIRDC 

External partners: PetrecoZim & ZimPhos 

  

CASE STUDY 3 - E-waste management system in Campania  

Case description 

In recent years, the region of Campania in Southern Italy has undergone major waste management 

crises, which have deeply affected the regional ecosystem, the agriculture and the image of a region 

that has tourism and agro-industry among its main flagship sectors. Among the waste streams, e-

waste is one of the more critical due to the fact that the Region is among the main e-waste producers 

with a low collection rate and without an effective treatment industrial system. The Region has 
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registered illegal trade and landfill of e-waste and is also interested in a phenomenon of waste 

cannibalisation by informal collectors or abusive collectors. All these phenomena are triply harmful 

because they have a serious environmental impact, weaken the entire regulated recycling system, and 

result in the loss of many jobs and growth opportunities. Nevertheless, new recovery and re-use 

initiatives for e-waste management are emerging (Ecoem, ReMade in Sanita’): 

The ECOEM Consortium is the National Collective System recognized by the Ministry of the 

Environment and certified for the management of WEEE, Batteries and Accumulators and private and 

professional photovoltaic modules. It has been founded in the year 2008 with the purpose of 

supporting producers/importers and distributors in the fulfilment of their obligations in accordance 

with the WEEE directives adopted since the year 2002 by the European Union4. The Legislative Decrees 

n. 188/2008, n. 49/20145 and subsequent integrations and/ or modifications are the national 

legislative measures adopted to transpose the EU directives on WEEE in Italy. ECOEM is a non-profit 

Consortium, member of the National WEEE Coordination Centre and Battery and Accumulator 

Coordination Centre, as well as accredited by the GSE (Energy Services Manager) for the management 

of photovoltaic modules achieved their end-of-life stage6. 

REMADE is a laboratory (and an association) located in the Rione Sanità of Naples aimed to experiment 

innovative models for waste management and new forms of entrepreneurship of green and CE that 

combines innovation and technology, social development and environmental sustainability. The goal 

of the laboratory is to manage both the collection and recycling stages of some fraction of plastic 

(bottles) and WEEE products (copper, motherboard computers) and their reuse as secondary materials 

in the production of new goods. In that, such model aspires to introduce a different model of 

management compared to the conventional model adopted at municipal level. 

Responsible Partners: UNIPARTH 

 
4 Directive 2002/96/EC, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32002L0096 

5 DECRETO LEGISLATIVO 14 marzo 2014, n. 49 Attuazione della direttiva 2012/19/UE sui rifiuti di apparecchiature  

elettriche ed elettroniche (RAEE), available at: https://www.governo.it/sites/governo.it/files/75158-9343.pdf. Last 

accessed: 18/10/2021.  

6For the modules installed in photovoltaic systems benefiting of the incentives after 30 June 2012, IV and V Conto Energia, 

the owner of the PV modules should transmit to the GSE also the certificate issued by the manufacturer of the photovoltaic 

modules, certifying its appurtenance to an accredited Consortium (such as ECOEM that is accredited by the GSE) which 

guarantees the recycling of the photovoltaic modules at the end of their useful life. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32002L0096
https://www.governo.it/sites/governo.it/files/75158-9343.pdf
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External partners: Ecoem, Enea, Ri-Plastic, ReMade in Sanità 

 

CASE STUDY 4 - Mekelle industrial eco-park 

This case has been suspended due to the political unrest and civil war in the Tigray region. At the time 

of writing this document, the consortium is exploring the possibility to replace the case.  

 

CASE STUDY 5 - Ex-Ilva Taranto 

Case description 

Home to one of the major steel-making plants in Europe, the city of Taranto has experienced a deep 

socio-environmental crisis in recent years. A civil society plan – called Piano Taranto – for economic 

transition from steel manufacturing to tertiary activities, tourism and agroecology via brownfield 

restoration, based on CE principles, has been launched in May of 2018 by a coalition of environmental 

and community organisations and business actors in the city of Taranto. It represents a significant 

effort at shaping a socially consensual solution to the jobs vs environment dilemma, and to severe 

financial, market, environmental and public health problems on the local scale – in short, to the 

unsustainability of a steel – based linear economy. Plan Taranto is a document containing the 

guidelines for the economic and social reconversion of the area. Assuming as necessary the steel-

plant closure, it aims at providing a radical alternative to the invasive industries that are currently 

operational and which are highly polluting and, in recent years, even unable to deliver economic 

wellbeing and social inclusion. Plan Taranto is the natural continuation of projects previously 

developed by social mobilizations at the city level. It started in November 2017, in the context of 

public assemblies attended by several associations and movements (see the comprehensive list above), 

as well as a grassroots union (FLM-CUB) and individuals. It opens with analysis of the enormous direct 

and indirect costs caused by the steel-plant bailout (2014-2018) and the presence of large polluting 

industries. Subsequently, it continues with an analysis of what would instead be needed to rehabilitate 

the territory, focusing on reclamation and sustainable economies, with a significant return in terms of 

employment. In addition, the need to boost local economies and the harbour as factors for re-birth. 

On this basis, the responsibilities of each institutional level in seizing these opportunities are clearly 

identified and discussed throughout the document. Ultimately, Taranto Plan is an ongoing project that 
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was presented to the city in April 2018 and placed at the centre of the political debate on the morning 

of Taranto's crucial May Day event, which was attended by institutions at all levels, and by thousands 

of citizens. The project states its openness to anyone wishing to make a constructive contribution.  

Responsible Partners: CES 

External partners: Liberi e Pensanti 

 

CASE STUDY 6 - Sheffield Advanced Manufacturing District 

Case description 

Sheffield Advanced Manufacturing District represents Europe’s largest research-led Advanced 

Manufacturing cluster, centred around the Sheffield-Rotherham corridor; it hosts the University of 

Sheffield’s Advanced Manufacturing Research Centre (AMRC), the wider Advanced Manufacturing Park 

(AMP) and the AMRC’s Factory 2050 project currently under construction at Sheffield Business Park. 

The industrial park can be considered an innovation district which combines research institutions, 

innovative firms and business; unlike traditional science parks, these districts cluster cutting-edge 

research in peri-urban geographic areas; 66% of jobs in the park are linked to advanced manufacturing 

industries.  

A former steelmaking and coal mining hub, in the aftermath of the 1980s de-industrialisation, the 

South Yorkshire county has recently experienced a manufacturing renaissance with the flourishing of 

a cluster of firms and organisations based on the Industry 4.0 paradigm. The District is significantly 

located on the site of the Battle of Orgreave. 

The Battle of Orgreave was a violent confrontation that took place on the 18th of June 1984 between 

pickets and officers of the South Yorkshire Police (SYP) and other police forces, including the 

Metropolitan Police, at a British Steel Corporation (BSC) coking plant at Orgreave. It was a pivotal event 

in the 1984–1985 UK miners' strike, and one of the most violent clashes in British industrial history. A 

tryly defining moment, it has been described as something that "changed, forever, the conduct of 

industrial relations and how this country functions as an economy and as a democracy".  

The contemporary district is a 150-acre manufacturing technology park. It was partly funded by the 

European Regional Development Fund, at the time of the British membership of the European Union,  

https://www.amrc.co.uk/
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and developed by the Harworth Group, previously the property development wing of UK Coal, on 

reclaimed opencast coal mine land close to the site of the mentioned battle of Orgreave. 

Responsible Partners: USFD 

External partners: Sheffield Advanced Manufacturing Park 

 

CASE STUDY 7: Jealsa Rianxeira/WeSea 

Case description 

Jealsa is a leading company in the market of canned fish that operates in Europe, Central and South 

America. Founded in 1958 in Boiro, Ria de Arousa, over the course of time, they have managed by-

products to reduce costs, wastes and pollution. More recently, under the corporate social responsibility 

program WeSea (https://wesea.es/), Jealsa has developed a strategy to implement Circular Economy 

practices in its plants of fish processing combining energy co-generation and water and waste reuse 

and recycling. Under the concept of marine biorefinery, the Galician company succeeded in making 

the most of 100% of the fish that arrives at their facilities. 

Jealsa is a group with different factories around the world. The case study will be focused on the 

Galician factory, which produces Rianxeira brand products, mostly canned tuna. Tuna is an interesting 

example of a global supply chain due to the fact that it cannot be captured close to the factory cost. 

Although the reutilization of fish wastes has been implemented almost since the beginning of its 

activity, Jealsa has recently created a social corporate responsibility program named WeSea. The 

program has five main axes: responsible purchasing and fishing, quality policy, renewable energies 

and environment, social responsibility, and circular economy. 

Responsible Partners: UAB 

External supporting partners: Jealsa 

 

CASE STUDY 8: Lowerland 

Case description 
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LOWERLAND is a certified organic farm that is attempting to give rise to various circular economy 

systems that take root from its core operation in Prieska, Northern Cape, South Africa and its following 

core philosophies: 

a) Regenerative agricultural practices working closely with nature and regenerating the people 

engaged in operations. 

b) Ensuring the soil to be as healthy as possible to produce food that is a nutritious as possible. 

c) Expanding diversity in products and services that reflects the diversity in nature. 

d) Efficiency in production to make products affordable and accessible. 

e) Blue Oceans thinking in development of marketable brand, quality products and integrated 

farming and production methods. 

f) Shortening the value chain and adding value on farm rather than farming commodities and 

chasing the economy of scale. 

g) Bottoms-up, team centered management style with a focus on initiatives and projects that 

come from within the company/community.  

h) Grow knowledge and practices and share to grow momentum and community. 

 

Responsible Partners: UCT 

External supporting partners: Lowerland 

 

CASE STUDY 9: Morocco Plastics Recycling Value Chain 

Case description 

Initiated in 2019, the Moroccan National Waste Reduction and Recovery Strategy (SNRVD) aims to guide 

the transformation of the household and industrial waste management sector by 2030. SNRVD aims 

to boost the waste recovery sector, by creating 25,000 jobs, and contributing to 2% of national GDP. 

In particular, it sets the following quantified objectives: 70% plastic waste recycling rate in 2030 

(compared to 25% in 2015) and a formalisation rate for scavengers of 50% in 2030 (compared to 5% in 

2015). Several initiatives planned or already in place will be explored. For examples: 
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MOSSUP (Moroccan Supermarkets tackling Single-Use Plastics) Project. The Searious Business (from 

the Netherlands) is an impact-driven company helping businesses to create a circular use of plastic 

with a competitive advantage and help bring plastic pollution back to zero. With the project “Moroccan 

Supermarkets tackling Single-Use Plastics” (MOSSUP), Searious Business aims to reduce the amount of 

single-use plastic currently discarded into nature. The Searious Business entity has launched the 

MOSSUP project with funds from the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. MOSSUP Project is currently 

underway in Morocco, involving two big supermarkets: Marjane and Carrefour. Two strategies are 

being trialled in selected stores from spring 2021. Pilot A is a deposit return scheme which enables a 

closed loop for bottle-to-bottle recycling.  Supermarket customers are invited to return PET plastic 

bottles to a dedicated collection point in participating stores. For each bottle returned, the customer 

will receive a voucher or loyalty card points to spend in store. The bottles will be recycled into food 

grade plastic for use in new bottles. Pilot B introduces reusable packaging as an alternative to single-

use plastic food containers. Customers are encouraged to opt for a reusable container which creates 

zero waste. They pay a small deposit for the container which will be returned when they bring the 

container back to store. The reusable containers are washed and reused. 

Responsible Partners: ARC 

External partners: Zero Zbel (TBC) 

 

CASE STUDY 10: Minga Montermor Coop 

Case description 

The Cooperative Minga was founded in July 2015 in Montemor-o-Novo, a town in the northeast of the 

Alentejo region. Today, Montemor has approximately 15,803 inhabitants, which represents a 

downward trend of -9.4%, if it is compared to the estimated population in 2021. 

The foundation of Minga was inspired by the idea of “minguar”, which means, “to degrow, as a 

reference to the degrowth movement, which entail ideas like consuming less, locally, seasonally or 

reusing resources” (Gonçalves, 2016, p. 25) and by the idea of “integral cooperative” that emerged in 

Cataluña in 2010. In this case, Minga’s activity relies on producing and commercialising agricultural 
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and processed goods, services and housing. In the circuits of production and consumption, individual 

people are considered both as producers and consumers, the so-called prosumers (Biosfera, 2018; 

Gonçalves, 2016), who are expected to “influence production and create new products, also because 

the final products of ones are the raw materials of others” (Biosfera, 20’5’’). Minga collaborates with 

other organisations working in the context of the solidarity economy and social economy and is part 

of the Portuguese Network of Solidarity Economy7 (Gonçalves, 2016, p. 38). 

Responsible Partners: CES 

External partners: Minga Montemor Coop 

  

 
7 Rede Portuguesa de Economia Solidária, https://www.redpes.pt/ 
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Table 2. Case Studies summary 

Case – study Country Sector Dimensions to be explored 

Agbogbloshie 
Ghana Critical raw materials (processing e-

waste) 

Geopolitical implications of E-waste trade and treatment 

Poor social protection and unfair labour conditions 

Barriers to technical and entrepreneurial skills training 

Governance structures and inadequate technological means 

PetrecoZim & 

ZimPhos 

Zimbabwe Materials recovery (recovery of PCPET 

& industrial symbiosis to produce 

chemicals) 

Poor social protection and unfair labour conditions 

Weak legislation 

Formalisation of the waste pickers 

New market opportunities for byproducts 

E-waste in 

Campania Region 

Italy Critical raw materials (recovery e-

waste) 

E-waste cannibalisation by informal collectors 

Barriers and benefits of decentralized (municipal) recovery 

initiatives 

Social drivers and implications 

Mekelle Industrial 

Park 

Ethiopia Suspended Suspended 

Ilva Taranto 
Italy Steel Making (brownfield restoration) History of the workers’ and citizens’ mobilization within and 

around the steel-plant 

Institutional and goals evolution of the Plan Taranto 

 

Sheffield 

Advanced 

Manufacturing 

District 

United 

Kingdom 

Advanced Manufacturing (industrial 

park) 

Historical perspective of the district  

Current and future degree of circularity 

Non-hierarchical labour organisation practices 

Participatory planning approaches for future developments 

Jealsa 
Spain Food Production (Fish) Feasibility of CE transition in marine industry 

Relations and engagement with traditional fishing  

Concerns regarding the environmental impacts of fishing gears, 

wastewater discharge, etc. 

Lowerland 
South 

Africa 

Food Production (organic farm) Barriers and benefits in scaling-up these practices in the food 

industry 
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Adaptive management 

Morocco Plastics 

Recycling Value 

Chain 

Morocco Materials recovery (recovery of PET 

bottles) 

Barriers to implement CE practices across the plastics value chain 

Role of public policy and economic instruments in promoting CE 

Labour organisation and customers’ relations 

Minga Montermor 

Coop 

Portugal Food Industry and Housing Contesting and conflictual perspectives of the CE concept in 

alternative economies 

Sociological genealogy of the CE concept 

Influence of macroeconomic on different types of circular 

economies. 
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5. Analytical Protocol 

A case study protocol is a document that gathers the entire set of procedures involved in the data 

collection for a case study. It outlines the procedures and rules governing the conduct of researcher(s) 

before, during and after a case research project. In JUST2CE, a case study protocol is particularly useful 

as it involves multiple researchers and case-studies and the protocol may ensure coherence in data 

collection and analysis.  

The objective of the present section is to steer the partners of the JUST2CE project to outline the main 

aspects of the case study they are in charge of. While the consortium delineates the common 

framework of analysis for the project as a whole, each partner is free to choose the methodological 

approach that best suits their skills and field of expertise. Nevertheless, in order to ensure that the 

case studies will address a minimum set of common issues, a set of steps has been identified. 

The case study protocol presented below could be also informative for approaches that make use of 

research techniques other than semi structured interviews or focus groups. We are convinced that it 

can provide guidance on matters like: the themes to be asked during interviews, the analytical 

approach, identification of stakeholders, ethical concerns - which seem to be transversal to different 

research approaches.  

5.1 Case research design 

In the following, the steps guiding the analysis of the case studies (Table 3) are elucidated. 

5.1.1 Preparing for fieldwork 

One of the most fundamental tasks relating to the undertaking of fieldwork for a qualitative research 

study lies in "gaining access", understood as the process of directly interacting with people to learn 

something about their experiences (Riese, 2018). This involves both securing entry into a particular 

organization and ensuring that individuals associated with it, such as employees or local communities, 

will be invited to participate in the research (Rahman Chowdhury et al., 2021; Vuban and Eta, 2018). 

Regarding the former, although all the organizations participating in the JUST2CE as external partners 

agreed to join the project with a formal agreement, we have to bear in mind that there are places that 

might be difficult and unsafe to access. Therefore, it is crucial to elaborate on how to ensure the safety 
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of participants and of researchers themselves. This is the first step the research team has to deal with. 

Prior to fieldwork, the research team should work with external partners to identify or understand any 

potential risks that may exist throughout the field (see D8.1). Any safety protocols for visiting 

fields/sites should be obtained and understood before the fieldwork. Adequate measures and 

strategies for dealing with potential risks must be arranged and specified in the protocol of analysis. 

The second problem lies in connecting with individual informants associated (here also defined 

stakeholders) with the organizations, usually via focus groups or one-to-one interviews. Such people 

may include employees, policy-makers, local communities, etc. In this sense, we distinguish among 

the physical access, i.e., obtaining permission to conduct a fieldwork, and social access, i.e., being 

accepted in the field to obtain access to information. Access implies a process of contacting key people 

in partner organizations; negotiating with them, being invited to obtain the data, and, finally, 

constructing relationships with the informants (de la Cuesta Benjumea, 2014). Grasping a contextual 

understanding would help researchers conduct fieldwork in a way that is ethically sound and socially 

responsible. Awareness of the complexity of access will help researchers to make more conscious and 

deliberate decisions, for example on which vantage points to include or exclude, or on how to protect 

participants and themselves. 

5.1.2 Stakeholders’ identification  

Stakeholder analysis and/or mapping is a process of systematically gathering and analyzing qualitative 

information to determine whose interests should be taken into account when developing and/or 

implementing a policy or project. Through the stakeholder analysis, those groups and individuals that 

will ultimately affect or will be affected by the process and outputs of the project will be identified. 

Several sampling techniques exist  (Newing et al., 2010), including, (1) snowball sampling - where 

initial informants are identified and the subsequent sample is built by asking for key recommendations 

from previous informants, (2) theoretical sampling - where few informants are interviewed at the 

beginning, interviews are then transcribed and analyzed to identify further participants based on 

emergent themes, (3) key informant sampling - where key people that are knowledgeable about the 

issue are targeted, (4) representative sampling - where a sample is chosen to be representative of the 

total population, (5) effort to include marginalized voices, stakeholders who for some reason might 
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not have been taken into account in other interviewees’ narratives or in the researcher’s original 

mapping potential interviewees. After a preliminary stakeholders’ identification, a stakeholders’ 

engagement strategy needs to be designed. A practical guide for stakeholders’ mapping is included 

in the Annex II. 

5.1.3 Shaping interview protocol 

Interviews and focus groups are designed to provide the depth of information that might be useful to 

explore our case-studies in JUST2CE. Focus groups and interviews are also the best methods to resolve 

seemingly conflicting information, because the researcher has the direct opportunity to ask about the 

apparent conflict (Harrell and Bradley, 2009). Especially semi-structured interviews are a widely used 

technique in qualitative research. Unlike formal interviews, which follow a rigid format of set questions, 

semi-structured interviews focus on specific themes but cover them in a conversational style 

(Alshenqeeti, 2014). This technique “allows researchers to develop in-depth accounts of experiences 

and perceptions with individuals”(Cousin, 2009). Each research team in charge of the analysis of a 

case-study will draw up a draft of the interview protocol that will be shared with all the partners 

involved in WP2 in order to identify common themes and questions (that should embody recognizable 

aspects of the theoretical framework), the procedures and requirements to be followed during data 

collection, potential gaps in the protocol and proposed amendments. A practical guide on how to 

conduct a semi-structured interview is included in the Annex III encompassing general tips on how to 

develop an interview protocol. 

5.1.4 Data gathering & analysis 

When an initial list of questions has been designed, it is useful to pilot or test the interview with 

colleagues or a subset of the potential research participants (after ethical clearance) in order to check 

for length, language suitability and potential sources of bias (e.g. leading questions). The pilot 

interview can be transcribed to check that it has produced enough relevant data to answer the research 

question (to understand if the questions are appropriate and suitable or if they have to be reframed).  

For semi-structured interviews, the analysis of transcribed interviews often involves a process known 

as “coding”. Codes may be described as “tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive 

or inferential information compiled during a study”(Miles, M.B & Huberman, 1994, p.56): analysis 
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requires careful reading and re-reading the data, breaking it down into segments and using open 

coding to identify the different themes or issues that emerge. Codes can be also used to indicate any 

statements made by the interviewee that support or challenge theoretical assumptions formed prior 

to the data being gathered as well as take the researcher into issues and problems he or she had not 

anticipated.  

5.1.5 Refinement & theoretical reflections 

After analysis, findings should be written up, including a critical evaluation of the advantages and 

disadvantages of using interviews and how their use could have been improved, and efforts made to 

provide feedback to participants. Continual reflection and adaptation of the protocol (including the 

research questions, conceptual framework and research strategy) will be required as new information 

and priorities arise. In this phase, reflection can be conceived as ‘the practice of periodically stepping 

back to ponder the meaning of what has recently transpired to ourselves and to others (Raelin, 2002, 

p. 66). Specific points of reflection include checking initial results with relevant stakeholders to: 

validate or improve findings, prioritize results; gain further understanding of results in the local 

context; and raise and discuss any discrepancies. 

5.1.6 Focus group organization & reporting 

In the last phase of case-study analysis, focus group (inspired by RRI principles)  (Macnaghten, 2017) 

will be used to open up the debate to the extended peer-community, to share our preliminary insights 

in each case-study and to foster community knowledge co-production (participatory discussions). 

Reporting will include a document describing the procedure we followed to design and apply the 

protocol, the problems we encountered and if/how we could solve those problems (plus, perhaps, 

some recommendations). A provisional outline of the case-study report is provided in the following 

sections. 
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Table 3. Summary table of the main analytical steps 

Phase Stage Activity Timing 

 

 

 

 

Phase One 

Fieldwork 

preparation 

• Securing access to field 

• Getting in contact with external partners and local 

contacts 

• Getting the ethical clearance 

 

 

 

December 2021 -

February 2022 

 

 

Stakeholders’ 

identification 

• Preliminary stakeholders’ analysis 

• Assessing & prioritizing stakeholders 

• Defining stakeholders’ engagement strategy 

Shaping interview 

protocol 

• Defining research questions 

• Crafting interview/analysis protocol  

• Ethical review 

 

 

Phase Two 

 

Data gathering  

• Pilot interview(s) 

• Transcriptions of pilot interviews 

• Refine focus, content and structure of interview script (if 

needed) 

• Undertaking interviews 

 

 

February – April 2022 

Data analysis • Iterative data collection and coding 

• Shaping analytical hypotheses & recurrent themes 

 

 

Phase Three 

 

Refinement  

• Critical examination of the analysis: validate or improve 

findings, prioritize results 

• Gaining further understanding of results in the local 

context: raise and discuss any discrepancies 

 

 

April – June 2022 

Theoretical 

reflection 

• Connecting findings with theoretical framework 

• Enfolding literature 

• Conducting a focus group 

Phase Four Reporting • Including insights from focus group  

• Reporting 

July – October 2022 
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5.2 Ethical guidelines 

When preparing research protocols, researchers should consider the potential ethical issues that can 

be anticipated in the study, such as informed consent, confidentiality, data generation and analysis, 

researcher/participant relationships, and reporting of final outcomes. This section provides practical 

guidance to help partners understand and uphold ethical standards when planning and implementing 

information gathering activities in the analysis of case-studies. 

The ethical procedures are described in detail in D8.1. Key points for the partner to consider are:  

- ensure the research is conducted in a responsible and ethically accountable way by applying for an 

ethical clearance. Research clearance typically involves an ethical clearance committee looking at the 

research aims and methodologies of researchers to make sure that the research will be conducted in 

a way that protects the dignity, rights and safety of the research participants, and that the research 

design is ethically sound and is likely to render the anticipated results. Research activities cannot 

progress without approval from an ethical review board. Therefore, all the partners involved in the 

case studies should apply for an ethical clearance if their institutions have an ethical committee. Those 

organizations that don’t have any specific procedures should follow the ethical procedures described 

in D8.1. Each case study report will include a section in which it’s described how the local team 

complied with the ethical requirements of JUST2CE.  

- data collected should be stored safely and anonymously according to the procedures described in 

the D7.2 (Data Management Plan).  

WP2 involves mainly primary data collection: 1) semi-structured interviews; 2) focus group 

discussions. 

1. Semi-structured interviews with individuals. The team anticipates undertaking several semi-

structured interviews in each case-study. Data will be collected and stored using video, audio 

recordings and notes from interviews with stakeholders (.mps, .doc, MP3, MPEG or AVI. format) where 

interviewees permit. Transcribed notes/recordings or otherwise ‘cleaned up’ or categorized data (.doc, 

.xls format) will be initially stored as word and excel files. These data will be anonymized, processed 
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and analyzed manually or using software and then stored using agreed formats and standards (e.g. 

pdf).  

2. Focus group discussions and co-creation workshops. Fieldnotes of focus groups and also any 

drawing created by respondents in focus groups and interviews will also be kept (e.g. .doc format). 

These data will be anonymized, processed and analyzed manually or using software. Whether recorded 

or not, the event will be transcribed or documented using agreed formats and standards for handling 

the issue of multiple voices, interruptions, labelling of participatory and visual activities, and so on. 

Fully anonymized data arising from interviews and focus groups will not be shared, unless explicit 

consent was given by respondents. When the data cannot be anonymized completely, it will be 

pseudonymized as much as possible. The key between the pseudonymized file and the list of 

participants will be stored by the project management on a separate physical location from the original 

files. 

In case interviewees may be more comfortable if some sections of their interview are not recorded or 

made public, recording will be paused or sections of text will be expunged from shared transcripts, 

and an indication made that this is the case. 

- providing fully informed understanding of the implications of participation. Participants of the case 

studies will be recruited through the intermediation of the external partner organizations. Documents 

explaining the purpose and methods (including plans to share data) of the research (see Annex IV), 

and an accompanying consent form (including to share data) will be prepared (see Annex V). Consent 

forms will be produced and approved in English, and then translated into the other languages of the 

project: Spanish, English, Italian, Portuguese, Arabic, French, Ghanaian, Zimbabwean Other languages 

spoken in the project will be evaluated and, if required, consent forms and information will be drafted 

in these languages. Information sheets and informed consents will be generally provided in written 

form. However, if consent cannot be given in writing, non-written consent will be formally 

documented. 

Appropriate efforts will be made to ensure fully informed understanding of the implications of 

participation, providing alternative communication means if necessary. Information sheets and 
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consent forms have been written in a way that participants can fully understand. However, specific 

adaptations will be eventually made depending on the specific user needs. 

More specifically, 

• An information sheet and consent form can be administered orally if this is better suited 

for end user needs. 

• Sign Language versions can be provided if needed. 

Once the data collection is finished, both the information sheet and the signed consent form (hard 

copy) will safety stored by the partner in charge of the activities. An electronic copy will be uploaded 

directly from the researchers’ devices to the Teams platform.  

For this informed consent, prospective participants will be provided with information about the study 

before any consent to participation is sought.  

They will be adequately informed about the: 

● Aim of the study and methods to be used 

● Institutional affiliations of the research and source of the funding 

● How subjects will be selected and recruited, including inclusion and exclusion criteria 

● The setting in which they are asked to participate (survey, workshops) and the duration and 

type of questions asked 

● Anticipated benefits 

● Potential risks and follow-up of the study; the description must demonstrate appropriate 

efforts to ensure fully informed understanding of the implications of participation 

● Discomfort it may entail 

● Right to abstain from participating in the study, or to withdraw from it at any time, without 

reprisal 

●  Measures to ensure confidentiality of information provided, privacy and anonymity 

● Full contact details of the Data Protection Officer of the Coordinator in case questions may rise 

after the interview.   
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5.3 Preliminary timeline 

The final deliverable of the case study (D2.2) has to be submitted on the 18th month of the project (February 2023). In order to meet this 

deadline, the following timetable should be followed (figure below): 
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5.4 Reporting: preliminary table of contents 

Below follows a description of the Table of Contents with an explanation of what is to be included in 

the case study report. The report has to be sent by each partner should be 7-9,000 words long (by 

October 2022), excluding references or other accompanying material.  

1. Background & Introduction (1000 words) 

Provide a brief overview on the case study (what, where, and how). Explain also why it is valuable to 

study it, focusing on actual or past events and providing a brief discussion on its importance as CE 

initiative. 

• Identify previous research on the topic; 

• Define the main research question being addressed by this study; identify any additional 

research questions that will be addressed  

• Description of the case-study: delineate your case-study area, describe the supply 

chain/sector in which the CE initiative operates (provide a flow chart/graph of the process, if 

possible) 

2. Socio-political context: Institutions, Social relations, Power (1000 words) 

Please place the study in a political, legal and social context to allow readers to clearly understand why 

it is useful for them to be reading about this case 

Give a brief outlook of main issues of interest concerning politics and social and economic relations 

in your case study area, as they relate to the topics discussed in this case-study (e.g. main political 

and ethnic groups and tensions, if any, recent political and economic developments of importance, 

etc.). Identify any “global” factors and changes that should be taken into account. 

3. Description of the methodology (1000 - 2000 words) 

The methodological approach that will be used should be clearly described.  

• Methods, sampling and coding techniques and rationale for their use needs to be made clear 

to the reader.  

• Provide clear explanations on i) design, ii) method, iii) sample size and iv) sampling technique 

adopted.  

• Define clearly the key lines of your approach.  

• Where appropriate identify the limitations of the methodology.  
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• A brief paragraph on ethics and data management should be provided - especially for those 

collecting data from participants. 

Attach interview protocols and list of questions have been used during interviews as well as the 

description of the focus group 

4. Main findings (2000-3000 words) 

This section is the core of the analysis and should be focused on the identification of the institutional, 

socio economic, environmental, and gender-based enablers and barriers to the implementation of CE 

practices. Be sure the following points are covered: 

• Identify the main institutions and the governance levels (i.e. regional, national, EU, 

international) involved; 

• Identify the key stakeholders’ groups (institutions, grassroots organizations, lobbying groups, 

etc.) (groups may be delineated according to characteristics such as location, income, class, 

occupation, nationality, ethnicity, race, gender, species, etc.); 

• Identify the key impacts (social, environmental, economic) where these are relevant; 

• Relate the main findings to any relevant research in the literature (specific reference should be 

made to the fields and research questions embedded in the framework) 

• Summary of outcomes including table and diagram of assessment results and any important 

explanatory or interpretive comments 

Given the heterogeneity of the case studies, the structure of the findings might need to vary. 

5. Conclusions and implications for a just transition to CE (1000 -1500) 

In this section, outline the implications linked to the case study and summarize any lessons learned 

and the main strengths, weaknesses and challenges that were encountered in the case study analysis.  

Indicate which others research questions from the theoretical framework you have answered and 

briefly summarize the answers. Indicate to which extent your findings can be generalized or are very 

case specific. 

6. Reference list 

Include a list of any references used and suggested further readings or information.  
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6. Annexes  

Annex I – Internal Partners’ Training 

JUST2CE 

Internal training workshop  

Coimbra, 19-20 October 2021 

Key concepts and approaches  

for critical Circular Economy research 

The aim of this workshop is to offer preliminary training on some of the basic concepts and approaches 

informing our project, i.e.: just transition, environmental justice, gender, and decolonization. The 

sessions will offer both general overviews of each concept/approach and more detailed analyses based 

on empirical research; each session will include two presentations and a one-hour Q&A session, which 

allow for an interactive sharing of experiences and perspectives among participants. We encourage all 

partners to prepare their questions and/or comments in advance, based on the course materials and 

on their respective expertise and concerns regarding the project tasks of their competence.  

The workshop will be in hybrid format, with sessions taking place at CES (Coimbra) and also via digital 

platforms. Please find links and course materials below.  

Programme 

Day 1 

October 19, 2:00-6:30 pm  

(Lisbon time) 

 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88503259045?pwd=TWNKVmZSRTRFQUZTTHJCOVdBeUdRZz09 

ID: 885 0325 9045 

Password: 328919 

 

https://ces.uc.pt/en/investigacao/projetos-de-investigacao/projetos-financiados/just2ce
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88503259045?pwd=TWNKVmZSRTRFQUZTTHJCOVdBeUdRZz09
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2:00-4:00 pm: Session 1 - Decolonizing methods 

Moderated by Joana Sousa, CES (online) and Stefania Barca, CES/USC 

Gaia Giuliani, CES: The refusal of universality: For a decolonisation of knowledge production through 

a feminist and postcolonial approach 

Abstract: The pursuit of universalism has to do with a specific positionality which in my last book 

Monsters, Catastrophes and the Anthropocene. A Postcolonial Critique (Routledge 2021), I 

referred to as the positionality of the “we”. This “we” - which is Western as a product - is construed 

as a “a-historical thing” which is instead structured by colonial archives and archives of race - in 

terms of Modern ontologies, epistemologies and practices - and by the idea of a racialised and 

gendered Anthropocenic Anthropos as hierarchically superior to any other component of the 

planet. This lecture aims at unpacking the positionality of the ‘we’s’ gaze through a perspective 

that joins methods from postcolonial studies, feminist studies and critical race and whiteness 

studies. As such it also sheds light on the 'we's' processes of knowledge production as based on 

ideas of innocence, objectivity and neutrality which are inseparable from universalism and 

structured by the confinement of partiality and accountability within the realm of darkness and 

monstrosity as opposed to Anthropocenic Cartesianism. 

 Emanuela Girei, Univ. of Sheffield: Decolonisation, identities and self-reflexivity (online) 

Abstract: One of the critical aspects of decolonial and postcolonial research is that of rejecting 

ideals of “suprapolitical objectivity” (Said, 2003: 10) and acknowledging that our identities 

(constructed, multiple and shifting) and positionalities play a role in the process of knowledge 

production, and research projects more generally. The session aims at providing an opportunity 

to reflect on how our identities and academic affiliations shape the way we do research and how 

self-reflexive practices can support our commitment to decolonise knowledge and research.   

Readings:  

*Haraway, D. (1988), “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege 

of Partial Perspective”, Feminist Studies Vol. 14 (3), 575-599  
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*Giuliani, G (2020) “Introduction”, in Id. Monsters, Catastrophes and the Anthropocene. A 

Postcolonial Critique. London: Routledge.  

*Stoler, A. L. (2002), “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance”. Archival Science vol. 2 (1-

2), 87-109. 

*Wekker, G. (2016), “Introduction”, in Id., White Innocence. Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race. 

Durham: Duke University Press, 1-29. 

*Girei, E. and Natukunda, L. (2020) “Exploring outsider/insider dynamics and intersectionalities: 

perspectives and reflections from management researchers in sub-Saharan Africa”, in Critical 

Cross-Cultural Management: An Intersectional Approach to Culture, edited by Mahadevan, J., 

Primecz, H. and Romani, L. , Routledge. 

*Girei, E. and Natukunda, L. (forthcoming) “Decolonising management knowledge and research: 

Reflections on knowledge, processes and actors”. In: Bell, Emma and Sengupta, Sunita Singh eds. 

Empowering Methodologies in Organisational and Social Research. Routledge (In Press) | 

Published : New Delhi, India. 

*Liu H. (2018) Re-radicalising intersectionality in organisation studies. Ephemera 18(1): 81–101. 

*Mama, A. (2007) Is it ethical to study Africa? Preliminary thoughts on scholarship and freedom. 

African Studies Review 50: 1–26. 

 

Note: The second presentation will develop on ideas already shared in the Kick-off Meeting (KoM) 

by Emanuela Girei and Andrea Jimenez. Check their presentation in Microsoft Teams JUST2CE WP2 

Channel, if you have not attended the KoM. 

4:00-4:30 pm break 

4:30-6:30 pm: Session 2 – Environmental Justice  

Moderated by Giacomo D’Alisa, CES  

Irina Velicu, CES: Undoing Environmental Justice 

Abstract: This lecture addresses the topic of environmental justice (EJ) from a critical political 

theory perspective. It starts from the observation that there is a dramatic expansion of 
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environmental conflicts at a global scale (take for instance only the cases of the EJAtlas!) It briefly 

discusses these conflicts as indicative of the ways in which economies are based on compulsory 

growth and logics of exploitation of socio-ecological conditions for (non) humans and 

environments. These forms of violence force us to ´undo´ our thinking about socio-

environmental justice beyond procedural dimensions of distribution, recognition or participation. 

It proposed the term ´prospective injustices´ to debate the multiple dimensions of EJ, from the 

increased killing of environmental activists around the world to personal and collective traumas, 

as further illustrations of a system that destabilizes communities, destroys collective ties. I 

propose to look deeper into various forms of ´slow violence´ which (re)produces vulnerable 

communities as ́ surplus´ populations and fosters a future of disposable laborers and consumers. 

The cases of anti-mining movements in Eastern Europe (Romania and Bulgaria) will offer 

illustrations in this respect. I argue that justice needs to be rethought, not as a formalised and 

preconceived ‘thing’ to be demanded, delivered or applied but as an open egalitarian ideal that 

movements across the world continuously re-enact and transform. 

Teresa Meira, CES: Introduction to the environmental justice framework  

Abstract: While focusing on local case studies, the origins and motivations of the environmental 

justice framework emerge from several theoretical backgrounds, including political ecology and 

ecological economics. This talk will refer to the Environmental Justice Atlas (EJAtlas) to merge 

theory and practice by systematizing environmental justice conflicts. This effort of collaborative 

research to map ecological distribution conflicts and identify the frontiers of global environmental 

justice has created a space where claims, forms of mobilization, and impacts of the expansion of 

the capitalist metabolism can be further addressed. Waste (mis)management struggles is one of 

the categories we will use to illustrate how EJ framework can open up the discussion of a just 

transition to a circular economy. 

Readings:  

*Velicu I. (2019) “Prospective environmental injustice: insights from anti-mining struggles in 

Romania and Bulgaria”, Environmental Politics, DOI: 10.1080/09644016.2019.1611178 
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*Velicu I., Kaika M. (2017), “Undoing environmental justice: Re-imagining equality in the Rosia 

Montana anti-mining movement”, Geoforum, 84:305-315.  

* Falcone P.M., D’Alisa G., Germani A.R., Morone P. (2020) “When all seemed lost. A social network 

analysis of the waste-related environmental movement in Campania, Italy.” Political Geography, 

77, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102114 

* Temper L., del Bene D., Martinez-Alier J. (2015), “Mapping the frontiers and front lines of global 

environmental justice: the EJAtlas”, Journal of Political Ecology, 22:255-278.  

 

Day 2 

October 20, 9:30-13:00 am  

(Lisbon time) 

 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87311344085?pwd=azJpQWJkamc0eWRGS0pFeXYvekRrZz09 

ID: 873 1134 4085 

Password: 624941 

 

9:30-11:30: session 3 – Gender 

Moderated by Mario Pansera, Univ of Vigo 

Andrea Jimenez, Univ. of Sheffield: Gender and Innovation (online) 

Abstract: Gender is increasingly being integrated as a cross-cutting issue by research 

programmes and funders in order to ensure a more integrated approach to research and 

innovation. Typically, this entails research teams increasing female participation, ensuring 

gender-balanced panels and advisory groups, and incorporating a gender dimension into the 

research process itself. Is it, however, sufficient to include female participation in existing 

structures in order to produce inclusive research agendas and knowledge? The purpose of this 

session is to gain a better understanding of the significance of including a gender/intersectional 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102114
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87311344085?pwd=azJpQWJkamc0eWRGS0pFeXYvekRrZz09
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lens in innovation research. We will discuss gender in general and its importance in the research 

process, as well as explore it as a theoretical lens for understanding innovation. 

Stefania Barca, CES/USC: Feminist ecological economics (FEE) and political ecology (FPE) 

Abstract: A Just Transition must come to terms with how classical and neoclassical political 

economy are gendered constructs, and how unsustainability is premised upon devaluing and 

externalizing reproductive work. The first step in this direction is that of taking into due account 

the theoretical and analytical insights coming from feminist scholarship. This presentation will lay 

out some of the key concepts in feminist approaches to ecological economics and political ecology 

(e.g. ‘sustainable provisioning’ and ‘sustaining production’, ‘caring economy’, ‘re/productivity’, 

‘wellth economics’) in order to open a discussion of how these can be relevant to Just2CE 

research.  

Readings:  

* Alsos, A. G., Ljunggren E., and Hytti U. (2013). Gender and Innovation: State of the Art and a 

Research Agenda. International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship 5 (3): 236–256. 

doi:10.1108/IJGE-06-2013-0049. 

*Horizon Europe (2021) Gender equality ‘A strengthened commitment in Horizon Europe’. Report 

by The Office of the European Union. In https://op.europa.eu/en/web/eu-law-and-

publications/publication-detail/-/publication/51704c8d-ca5f-11eb-84ce-01aa75ed71a1  

*Jimenez, A. (2019) “Inclusive innovation from the lenses of situated agency: insights from 

innovation hubs in the UK and Zambia”, Innovation and Development, 9:1,41-64, DOI: 

10.1080/2157930X.2018.1445412 

*Bauhardt C. (2014), “Solutions to the crisis? The Green New Deal, Degrowth, and the Solidarity 

Economy: Alternatives to the capitalist growth economy from an ecofeminist economics 

perspective,” Ecological Economics, 102:60-68. 

11:30-12:00: break 

12:00-14:00: session 4. Just Transition 

 Moderated by Emanuele Leonardi, CES 

Paul Guillibert, CES: Past, present and future of Just Transition 

https://op.europa.eu/en/web/eu-law-and-publications/publication-detail/-/publication/51704c8d-ca5f-11eb-84ce-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/web/eu-law-and-publications/publication-detail/-/publication/51704c8d-ca5f-11eb-84ce-01aa75ed71a1
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Abstract: The concept of “Just Transition” was born, rather confidentially, in some trade unions in 

the mid-1990s. It soon became an important idea in international organisations (COP, 

International Labor Organisation), trade unions (International Trade-Union Confederation) or 

environmental justice movements (Climate Justice Alliance). In this talk, I will briefly present the 

history of the concept, before showing that it gives rise to very different and even contradictory 

uses. Finally, I will formulate some hypotheses (to be discussed collectively) of general definitions 

of a just transition adapted to the JUST2CE framework. 

 Inês Teles, Climáximo: Just Transition. What it is? What it isn’t? 

Abstract: “Just transition” is a term that is being widely used, from climate justice activists and 

unionists, to government institutions and private businesses. In the midst of a warming world and 

facing the need for urgent climate action, it becomes fundamental to distinguish between false 

and unjust solutions and real solutions to the climate crisis, which are anchored on social justice. 

In this talk we will address the dangers face by the cooptation of the term by neoliberal capitalism, 

approaching specific Portuguese cases in which it has been used to greenwash processes that are 

neither just nor truly transitions. We’ll also go through what kind of energy transition, if any, is 

going on in the country, and point to steps towards an actual just transition.  

Readings:  

*Mazzochi T. (1993) “A Superfund for Workers”, Earth Island Journal 9:40-41. 

*Barca S. (2015) “Greening the job: Trade unions, climate change and the political ecology of 

labour”, in RL Bryant (ed.), International Handbook of political ecology, pp. 387-400, London: 

Edward Elgar.  

*Kenfack C.E. (2019), “Just transition at the Intersection of Labour and Climate Justice Movements: 

Lessons from the Portuguese Climate Jobs Campaign”, Global Labor Journal,10(3), 224.   

*https://www.climaximo.pt/ 
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Annex II – How to map stakeholders 

The aim of this guide is to support researchers, research groups and research institutions with practical 

advice on effective stakeholder interaction. 

Who are Stakeholders? 

Stakeholders can be thought of as "anyone who has a stake in the project" although this can be a bit 

broad. Stakeholders in a process are actors (persons or organizations) with a vested interest in the 

policy/project.  

Stakeholder analysis and/or mapping is a process of systematically gathering and analyzing qualitative 

information to determine whose interests should be taken into account when developing and/or 

implementing a policy or project. Stakeholder analysis is used to identify those groups and individuals 

that will ultimately affect or will be affected by the process and outputs of the project. 

Stakeholder identification can be considered to have three stages:  

Stage 1: Identify all potential stakeholders and stakeholder groups  

In order to identify stakeholders, it is necessary to consider all people, or groups, that are affected by, 

who can influence, or may have an interest in the research. In this first stage it is important to be 

inclusive, identify all stakeholders, and consider not only what they may be able to contribute to the 

project but also what will motivate them to become involved (i.e. what they can gain from engaging). 

Stakeholder identification may be done by the research team alone, or in collaboration with other 

colleagues, organizations and cross-sectoral stakeholders, to ensure key groups are not missed. The 

stakeholder identification process should be reassessed regularly throughout the project to ensure 

that no groups or individuals have been missed. This may involve identifying new stakeholders that 

need to be engaged as the research progresses or as stakeholder needs and priorities change over the 

course of the research (University of Edinburgh, 2008). The identification of stakeholders is typically 

an iterative process, eliciting feedback from new stakeholders as they are identified, who in turn 

identify other new stakeholders. Researchers may follow a ‘snowball sampling’ approach until no new 

stakeholders are identified (Gilmour and Beilin, 2007; Reed et al., 2009). 
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Some of the questions that can help guiding stakeholders’ identification are: Who will be affected by 

project activities? Who will be able to influence the outcomes of the project? Who are the potential 

supporters and who would be opponents or disinterested? What partnerships might build around the 

issues involved? Whose voices or interest on the subject might not be heard? Who will be responsible 

for managing the project outcomes (end users)? Who can facilitate or impede the outcomes through 

their participation or non-participation? 

Example categories include:  

➢ Government departments, politicians, policy makers and advisers (local, national, 

international); other national or international policy makers or policy groups (e.g. European 

institutions, environment agencies)  

➢ Non-governmental organisations (NGOs), foundations 

➢ Citizens’ committees and informal networks 

➢ Trade unions and workers’ councils  

➢ Business and industry management 

➢ Citizens/residents 

➢ Landowners and managers  

➢ Professional groups (e.g., surveyors etc.)  

➢ Scientists and researchers working in relevant disciplines; Scientists and researchers working 

across different disciplines  

➢ Educators 

➢ Students  

➢ The media  

An example table of stakeholder identification, categorization, reasons for engagement, and potential 

stakeholder benefits for engaging is shown in the following. 
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This template has been designed to be used for stakeholder identification, categorisation, noting the reasons for engagement and identifying 

potential stakeholder benefits realised from engaging.  

Stakeholder Category (e.g., NGO, general 

public, government department) 

Reasons to involve the stakeholder Reasons for the stakeholder to be involved  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

   

 

Source: BiodivERsA Stakeholder Engagement Handbook (https://www.biodiversa.org/702) 
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Stage 2: Assess and prioritize the stakeholders 

The second stage is to assess and analyse stakeholders in order to prioritise them in relation to the 

necessity of engagement. Not every stakeholder or stakeholder group needs to be involved to the 

same degree, or at the same time and the same stakeholder may be of differing relevance at different 

stages of the research or when working with another group. By considering the relevance of the 

stakeholders to the project it is possible to establish which might be best to contribute and which will 

be affected, and therefore critical to involve. Conduct a systematic stakeholder analysis to identify and 

prioritise those who should be engaged. Consider who might have most influence, but do not neglect 

those stakeholders with significant interest in your research, who may be powerless or marginalized. 

There are many ways of analyzing or mapping stakeholders; most involve further categorizing 

stakeholders in some way. The most commonly used approach is to categorize stakeholders in relation 

to their relative levels of interest and influence/relevance (De Lopez, 2001; Lindenberg and Crosby, 

1981). Reed et al. (2009) propose the use of ‘extendable matrices’ that not only consider levels of 

interest and influence, but also attempt to characterize the nature of those interests and document 

reasons for the level of influence that is ascribed (e.g., considering whether a stakeholder holds more, 

or less, influence in different contexts or at different times). 

Some of the questions that can help guiding stakeholders’ assessment are: What interest does the 

stakeholder have in the project? What influence can the stakeholder have on the project? What makes 

them influential? How may the stakeholder be impacted or affected by the project?  

An example of a stakeholder interest-influence matrix is provided below.
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This template is an example of a stakeholder interest-influence matrix.  The user may consider inserting additional columns to capture more 

detail about each stakeholder than is typically possible using graphical techniques.  

Name of 

Organisation 

Interest (High 

(H)/Medium 

(M)/Low (L)) 

What aspects 

of the 

research are 

they likely to 

be interested 

in? 

If interest is 

L/M, how 

might we 

motivate 

engagement 

with the 

research? 

Key messages 

from your 

research for 

this group  

Influence 

H/M/L 

Comments on influence 

(e.g. times or contexts in 

which they have more/less 

influence over the outcomes 

of your research) 

Key contact(s) 

and best way 

of contacting 

them 

  

 

 
 

              

 

 

 

  

              

 

Source: BiodivERsA Stakeholder Engagement Handbook (https://www.biodiversa.org/702) 
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Stage 3: Develop an understanding of your stakeholders 

Having begun to prioritise the relevant stakeholders, it is helpful to obtain a greater understanding of 

their motivations, interests, expertise and capacity to engage when considering how and when to 

engage with them. Understanding relationships between stakeholders can be extremely useful in the 

process of engagement: identifying any important relationships between stakeholders (e.g. coalitions 

or conflicts); information about how best to approach and engage with different stakeholders; contact 

information; and an assessment of the potential impacts or effects the research may have on the 

stakeholder (Jeffery, 2009; Morris, 2012; Revit Project, 2007; University of Edinburgh, 2008).  

Some of the questions that can help guiding stakeholders’ understanding are: How are stakeholders 

connected to each other? What knowledge do the different stakeholders possess that may be relevant 

to the project? Is there a willingness to engage; if not, why not, and how could this be overcome? Are 

there any barriers to participation and/or engagement (e.g., technical, physical, linguistic, 

geographical, political, time, information or knowledge)? 

Additional resources 

https://www.who.int/workforcealliance/knowledge/toolkit/33.pdf 

https://www.biodiversa.org/702 

https://www.envpmsolutions.ca/images/27_stakeholder_engagement_a_toolkit-2.pdf 

https://www.fundacionseres.org/lists/informes/attachments/1118/stakeholder%20engagement.pdf 

 

 

 

  

https://www.who.int/workforcealliance/knowledge/toolkit/33.pdf
https://www.biodiversa.org/702
https://www.envpmsolutions.ca/images/27_stakeholder_engagement_a_toolkit-2.pdf
https://www.fundacionseres.org/lists/informes/attachments/1118/stakeholder%20engagement.pdf
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This template has been designed to help understanding existing relationships between stakeholders, their knowledge and views of a project 

and their willingness and capacity to engage.  

 

Stakeholder Existing 

relationship 

Relationship 

with other 

stakeholders 

Knowledge of 

the project 

Views on the 

project  

Best means of 

communication 

Willingness to 

engage 

Capacity to 

engage 

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

               

 

Source: BiodivERsA Stakeholder Engagement Handbook (https://www.biodiversa.org/702) 
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Annex III – How to conduct a semi-structured interview 

Semi-structured interviews are a widely used technique in development research. Unlike formal 

interviews, which follow a rigid format of set questions, semi-structured interviews focus on specific 

themes but cover them in a conversational style (Alshenqeeti, 2014). This technique “allows 

researchers to develop in-depth accounts of experiences and perceptions with individuals”(Cousin, 

2009) and to follow the interviewees thinking and themes they wish to develop more fully. 

Some tips on how to conduct a semi-structured interview are summarized in the following section. 

Before the interview: 

Identify the right people to interview  

• Who you should talk will depend on your research topic (see How to map stakeholders).  

• Are there key informants you should meet (e.g. the village chief, the head of the women’s 

union, an influential trader, a government official, a marginalized member of an organisation)? 

If so, it’s best not to meet with the key informant first: speak to others, and use what you learn 

to focus your questions for the key informant.  

• Make sure that you do not only gather cases that fit what you expect to find: seek diversity. In 

order to widen your contacts, use the ‘snowballing’ technique: ask each interviewee to suggest 

other people you could talk to about certain topics you consider relevant to the research. The 

risk here is that you only meet people within one social network, so ask interviewees to suggest 

diverse people (older/younger people, more men or women, from different ethnic groups, etc). 

If in a particular interview a specific case or episode is mentioned and if you think that episode 

is relevant to the research you may try to ask with whom you could talk to in order to know 

more about that particular situation. 

• If you find yourself introduced only to men, actively ask to hear women’s perspectives. Through 

meeting one woman, you can meet many more by using the snowballing technique. Likewise, 

don’t assume that the ‘head of the household’ can answer for all the household’s members – 

each person will have a different perspective to give.  
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• Take the advice of colleagues and partners on local institutions. But don’t let a ‘gatekeeper’ 

determine who you speak to – use snowballing to widen the net – and make sure that no-one 

is forced to speak to you. 

If you’re doing participant observation, ask to take part in any activities that people who you think are 

hard to get in touch with are participating.  

Prepare your interview guide 

• An interview guide is like a aide memoire permitting the interviewer to keep the interview 

within the parameters traced out the aim of the study (Berg, 2007; Wiltfang and Berg, 1990) – 

it contains a list of examples of questions and topic areas that should be covered in the 

interview. However, these are not to be read verbatim and in order, in fact they are more like 

an aide-mémoire. “Usually the interviewer will have a prepared set of questions but these are 

only used as a guide, and departures from the guidelines are not seen as a problem but are 

often encouraged” – (Silverman, 2017). It may consist of potential questions and probes, or 

may be little more than a list of possible topics to engage respondent on. 

• Prepare the questions you’d like to discuss. Your research project should have one or several 

main research questions, and these should be used to guide the topics covered in the 

interviews, and hopefully answer the research questions. You will need to break down your 

research into questions that have meaning for the participant and that they can engage with. 

The questions should be fairly informal and jargon free (unless that person is an expert in that 

field of jargon), open ended - so they can’t be easily answered with a yes or no, and non-

leading so that respondents aren’t pushed down a certain interpretation. Generally, an 

interview guide will be grouped into several topics, each with a few questions. One of the most 

difficult skills is how to segue from one topic or question to the next, while still seeming like 

a normal conversation. The best way to manage this is to make sure that you are always 

listening to the interviewee, and thinking at the same time about how what they are saying 

links to other discussion topics. At the same time, since things will crop up in unpredictable 

ways, you should be comfortable asking questions in different orders to help the 

conversational flow.  
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Setting up an interview  

• Location? Wherever is convenient and comfortable for the interviewee. If it is in their office or 

home, on their farm plot, or at their market stall, you can gain a lot of extra information from 

observing and asking questions about the surroundings and when the interviewees feel more 

comfortable they tend to be more available and the interview is less likely to be a burden to 

their schedule.  

• Timing? Schedule the interviews around times that suit the interviewees. How long should an 

interview be? A good rule to follow is one hour. Tell them how long the conversation will take 

and stick to it. However, do to not interrupt your interviewees if they want to tell you or show 

you more and need more time to do it.  

• Translation? If you are working with a translator, ask them to play the role of a channel that 

you speak through, so you ask questions as if directly to the interviewee and the translator 

replies in the very words of the interviewee. This is the best way to ensure that the translator 

simply translates instead of paraphrasing when interpreting. Speak slowly and with pauses to 

make the translator work easier and more accurate, if appropriate ask the same to the 

interviewee.  

During the interview 

• Introduce yourself and your purpose. If relevant, explain that you are not bringing a project or 

immediate change, but are hoping that, by learning more about the situation and reporting it, 

we can help create change. Repeat this as you leave: your presence will create expectations 

that you must manage honestly.  

• Consent and confidentiality. Each interviewee must give their informed consent (see Annex V), 

however informal the conversation might be. Agree clearly on the level of confidentiality of the 

interview: will it be confidential? Off the record? Reported anonymously? Or in their name?  

• Record or write? Let the interviewees decide what they prefer and get ready in the procedure 

you need to follow for each case. Using a tape or digital recorder means you can concentrate 

on what is being said, but may inhibit the interviewee and takes a long time to transcribe later. 

Writing notes as you listen captures the most relevant information, but can distract you from 
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good listening. If you are only taking notes  you must write up and/or revise your notes on the 

same day!  

• Give the interviewee your full attention (turn off any mobile phones!). Listen for their 

statements of facts, but also for their attitudes and beliefs. You can use of some subtle 

gestures or sounds that assure the speaker that you are interested and activity listening. Try 

not to show any visible judgement of what is being said, especially if you disagree with, or are 

shocked by, what you hear because your reaction may affect what else you are told (Breen, 

2007). If you are unsure whether you have understood what the interviewee is saying, try 

paraphrasing their main point, asking ‘So, are you saying that…?’ and get them to confirm or 

correct it.  

• Questioning. Make the first question easy, to ease the participant into the interview, and get 

them used to the question-answer format. But don’t let it feel like a tennis match, where you 

are always asking the questions. If they ask something of you, reply! Open probe: Ask the ‘wh’ 

questions: who, what, when, where, why, how? Avoid asking multiple questions as one. You 

will either confuse the interviewee, or confuse yourself with their answer. It is better to go step 

by step. 

• Try to keep an open and receptive attitude. A positive and inclusive language is advised when 

presenting the project: "we aim at improving our understanding about your case study", "we 

aim at better understanding the context of your case study in order to...". Encourages two-

way communication. A good exploratory interview is one where the interviewer does not need 

to speak too much or too often and that is clearly led by the interviewees. 

• At the end of the interview. Ask the interviewee if they would like to ask you any questions. 

Leave ample time for this. Treat interviews as a mutual exchange of information, not a one-

way extractive process. Repeat that you would like to report their experience as part of your 

research.  

After the interview 

• As soon as you leave, write down the context of the meeting – how you met this person, where 

it took place, who was there, the atmosphere, anything odd you noticed, and any final 
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comments that were made as the meeting finished (these are often the most insightful 

comments!).  

• After the interview. Type up your notes as soon as possible (best to do it the same day). If your 

notes are written word-for-word, you can write up some of the interview as a first-person 

narrative.  

More tips can be found in: 

http://www.chronicpoverty.org/uploads/publication_files/toolbox-4.2.pdf 

https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/research/researchguidelines 

https://policypractice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/researching-human-interest-stories-253014 

https://www.quirkos.com/blog/post/semi-structured-interview-guide-qualitative-interviews/ 

  

http://www.chronicpoverty.org/uploads/publication_files/toolbox-4.2.pdf
https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/our-approach/research/researchguidelines
https://policypractice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/researching-human-interest-stories-253014
https://www.quirkos.com/blog/post/semi-structured-interview-guide-qualitative-interviews/
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Annex IV - Draft Information Sheet Template 

Whenever needed, standard consent forms will be edited and made adequate to specific participants 

and/or research techniques adopted.  

Study: A just transition to the Circular Economy (JUST2CE) 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

What is the purpose of the study? 

JUST2CE is based on the assumption that a critical evaluation of the Circular Economy (CE) 

paradigm, of its economic, societal and policy implications, and of the outcomes of its 

implementation has not been conducted yet. A direct consequence of this gap is that the 

political economy and geopolitics of transition have been neglected in CE studies.  

JUST2CE aims at understanding, in critical and thoughtful way, under which conditions a 

responsible, inclusive and social just transition to a circular economy is possible and 

desirable, what technical, political and social factors can enable or hamper such 

transformation and how these aspects can contribute to the development of transitional 

policy measures. The conviction underpinning the project is that the success of a transition 

towards a sustainable circular economy does not merely depend on the development of new 

technologies - artefacts or processes - but also in the reconfiguration of the governance of 

productive processes into more democratic and participatory mechanisms of designing and 

managing technology. 

 

The project is being carried out jointly by researchers from Universitat Autonoma de 

Barcelona (UAB) in Spain and the [insert name of the local partner]. It is funded by the 

European Union H2020 research programme.  

 

Why have I been chosen? 

You have been invited to participate in this research because of your knowledge of Circular 

Economy and sustainability issues. This knowledge may be from your position in an 
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influential organisation in the area and/or it may be a result of your experience working 

directly in Circular Economy projects.  

 

What will happen if I take part? 

If you are willing to take part in the research, then one of our researchers will arrange a 

convenient time and place to interview you. The interview should take between 45 minutes 

– 1 hour. 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your participation will be very helpful to us. But you 

are entirely free to say that you do not want to participate. There are no consequences from 

not participating. 

You have the right to withdraw from the interview at any time, without needing to give a 

reason. 

 

How will the information I give be managed? 

We would like to audio record the interview, and the researcher will also take some written 

notes. These would then be transcribed after the interview. 

 

All this information (interview notes, audio recording, and transcripts) will be treated and 

stored securely. All the information you give us during your interview will be stored 

anonymously. All information will be treated confidentially. The only exception to this could 

occur in specific circumstances, such as if information relating to a potentially serious crime 

were to be disclosed. 

 

Your consent form will be stored separately from all the other data you give us. Only the 

project researchers will have access to this data for the duration of the project (scheduled 

for completion [add data when the project is funded]).  

 

You have the right to request that your data be withdrawn from the study at any time. To do 

so please contact the project leaders listed below. 
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What will my information be used for? 

The information you provide will be used for research purposes only. The information you 

provide will be analysed alongside information from other interviews with key stakeholders 

and other types of data. This information will be used to write a series of reports, policy 

briefings, blogposts, and academic articles. The information will help us develop and refine 

our framework for a just transition to a Circular Economy. We are also planning to make 

some short videos summarizing our findings. Several of these outputs will be made freely 

available on the project website. Outputs will be produced in English and [insert here the 

local language]. 

 

Information from interviews will be reported anonymously. But you can choose to be named 

alongside data from your interview, if you consider that more appropriate.  

 

What will happen to my information at the end of the project? 

A copy of all the information collected during the project will be archived for a fixed period 

of time following the end of the project, then destroyed in line with UAB policy.  

 

A copy of the de-identified (anonymised) interview data will be deposited in the UAB Data 

Archive so that it is available for future researchers. It will not be possible to identify you 

from the deposited information. 

 

Would you like more information about the project? Or would you like to raise any issues or 

concerns about how the project is being conducted or how it is treating the information you 

provide? 

Please contact [name of the local responsible], [name of the partner] Leader (email: [Insert 

Email])  
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Annex V - Draft informed consent template 

[Please note the below template should be produced on headed paper, with the JUST2CE logo and 

grant agreement number. Please note that this is a template to be used in research with different 

stakeholders and should be tailored according to the specific type of research and research participant] 
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Schröder, P., Anantharaman, M., Anggraeni, K., Foxon, T.J., 2019. The circular economy and the global 

south : sustainable lifestyles and green industrial development. Routledge. 

Scoones, I., Stirling, A., 2020. The Politics of Uncertainty. Polit. Uncertain. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003023845 



JUST2CE – D2.1 Multidimensional Framework for the Case Studies 98 

Scott, W.R., 2010. Reflections: The Past and Future of Research on Institutions and Institutional 

Change. J. Chang. Manag. 10, 5–21. https://doi.org/10.1080/14697010903549408 

Setiawan, A.D., Sutrisno, A., Singh, R., 2018. Responsible innovation in practice with system dynamics 

modelling: the case of energy technology adoption. Int. J. Innov. Sustain. Dev. 12, 387–420. 

https://doi.org/10.1504/IJISD.2018.095048 

Shiva, V., 1988. Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Survival in India. Community Pract. 84, 18. 

Siderius, T., Poldner, K., 2021. Reconsidering the Circular Economy Rebound effect: Propositions from 

a case study of the Dutch Circular Textile Valley. J. Clean. Prod. 293. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JCLEPRO.2021.125996 

Silverman, D., 2017. Doing Qualitatite Research 117. 

Smith, D.J., 2010. Corruption, NGOs, and Development in Nigeria. 31, 243–258. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436591003711975 

Sorrentino, M., Sicilia, M., Howlett, M., 2018. Understanding co-production as a new public governance 

tool. Policy Soc. 37, 277–293. https://doi.org/10.1080/14494035.2018.1521676 

Sovacool, B.K., Hess, D.J., 2017. Ordering theories: Typologies and conceptual frameworks for 

sociotechnical change. Soc. Stud. Sci. 47, 703–750. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0306312717709363 

Stahel, W.R., 2020. History of the Circular Economy. The Historic Development of Circularity and the 

Circular Economy. Circ. Econ. Eur. Union 7–19. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-50239-3_2 

Stilgoe, J., Owen, R., Macnaghten, P., 2013a. Developing a framework for responsible innovation. Res. 

Policy 42, 1568–1580. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2013.05.008 

Stilgoe, J., Owen, R., Macnaghten, P., 2013b. Developing a framework for responsible innovation. Res. 

Policy 42, 1568–1580. https://doi.org/10.1016/J.RESPOL.2013.05.008 

Stirling, A., 2010. Keep it complex. Nat. 2010 4687327 468, 1029–1031. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/4681029a 

Stirling, A., Smith, A., Leach, M., Pellizzoni, L., Levidow, L., Hendriks, C., Owens, S., von Tunzelmann, 

N., Wynne, B., 2008. “Opening Up” and “Closing Down” Power, Participation, and Pluralism in the 

Social Appraisal of Technology. journals.sagepub.com 33, 262–294. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0162243907311265 

Su, B., Heshmati, A., Geng, Y., Yu, X., 2013. A review of the circular economy in China: moving from 

rhetoric to implementation. J. Clean. Prod. 42, 215–227. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JCLEPRO.2012.11.020 

Suárez-Eiroa, B., Fernández, E., Méndez, G., 2021. Integration of the circular economy paradigm under 

the just and safe operating space narrative: Twelve operational principles based on circularity, 

sustainability and resilience. J. Clean. Prod. 322, 129071. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JCLEPRO.2021.129071 



JUST2CE – D2.1 Multidimensional Framework for the Case Studies 99 

Tait, O., 2016. THE NORTH-SOUTH DIVIDE. How do we measure development around the world? To 

what extent is the Brandt Line outdated? 

University of Edinburgh, 2008. Stakeholder engagement. 

Valenzuela, F., Böhm, S., 2017. Against wasted politics: A critique of the circular economy. Ephemer. 

Journal. Theory Polit. Organ. 17, 23–60. 

Vardy, M., Smith, M., 2017. Resilience. Environ. Humanit. 9, 175–179. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3829199 

Velenturf, A.P.M., Purnell, P., 2021. Principles for a sustainable circular economy. Sustain. Prod. 

Consum. 27, 1437–1457. https://doi.org/10.1016/J.SPC.2021.02.018 

Visbeck, M., 2007. From climate assessment to climate services. Nat. Geosci. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/ngeo.2007.55 

Vuban, J.A., Eta, E.A., 2018. Negotiating access to research sites and participants within an African 

context: The case of Cameroon: https://doi.org/10.1177/1747016118798874 15, 1–23. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1747016118798874 

Walsh, C., 2007. Interculturalidad y colonialidad del poder: Un pensamiento y posicionamiento “otro” 

desde la diferencia colonial., in: R. C. Gómez & S. Grosfoguel (Comp.), El giro decolonial: 

Reflexiones para una diversidad epistémica más allá del capitalismo global. Bogotá: Siglo del 

Hombre Editores; Universidad Central, Instituto de Estudios Sociales Contemporáneos & Pontificia 

Univers, I.P. (Ed.), . pp. 61–74. 

Wiltfang, G.L., Berg, B.L., 1990. Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences. Teach. Sociol. 

18, 563. https://doi.org/10.2307/1317652 

Winans, K., Kendall, A., Deng, H., 2017. The history and current applications of the circular economy 

concept. Renew. Sustain. Energy Rev. 68, 825–833. https://doi.org/10.1016/J.RSER.2016.09.123 

Wright, S., 2002. Activating the unemployed: the street-level implementation of UK policy, in: 

International Conference on the “Future of Social Security” (2000 : Stirling University). The Policy 

Press, p. 274. 

Ziervogel, G., Archer Van Garderen, E., Price, P., 2016. Strengthening the knowledge-policy interface 

through co-production of a climate adaptation plan: leveraging opportunities in Bergrivier 

Municipality, South Africa. journals.sagepub.com 28, 455–474. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956247816647340 

Zink, T., Geyer, R., 2017. Circular Economy Rebound. J. Ind. Ecol. 21, 593–602. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/JIEC.12545 

Zwiers, J., Jaeger-Erben, M., Hofmann, F., 2020. Circular literacy. A knowledge-based approach to the 

circular economy. https://doi.org/10.1080/14759551.2019.1709065 26, 121–141. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14759551.2019.1709065 

 


