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Abstract 
A paradigm shift towards the circular economy (CE) is proposed by academics to foster a sustainable 

future. However, in the current CE concept, the social dimension of sustainability is marginally 

considered. Here, circular social enterprises (SEs) can play a role in integrating the social dimension in 

the CE concept to foster a socially just CE, as they prioritise their social objectives. Therefore, this 

research examined the strategies through which circular SEs can foster a socially just CE. In particular, 

this research used an environmental justice perspective (including procedural, recognitional and 

distributive justice) to identify the social issues and injustices in the CE.  Moreover, the research looked 

into the differences in the employed strategies between three SE types, the entrepreneurial non-

profit, social cooperative and the social business, as the features that address the social issues 

manifest differently in these SEs. A comparative case study was therefore employed, analysing twelve 

SEs based on 24 interviews and 56 archival data sources.  

The results emphasise that the circular SEs can address all three dimensions of environmental justice 

holistically through five of their main features. First, the circular SEs utilise their economic surplus for 

environmental and social impact, reconceptualising surplus (distributive justice). Moreover, the 

economic surplus can be reinvested by the circular SEs in potential environmental injustices in the CE, 

fostering a socially just CE. Moreover, the circular SEs embody behavioural, financial, educational and 

technological accessibility through four different strategies (addressing distributive justice), namely: 

explicitly integrating accessibility in their social mission, providing (circular) capabilities to socially 

excluded groups, adopting technological accessibility in their business model and including access to 

CE information. Especially the entrepreneurial non-profits were found to include access to CE 

information through their adaptive and accessible approach to CE education. Furthermore, the 

democratisation of decision-making processes and the actualisation of good working conditions are 

strategies identified concerning the participatory governance of the circular SEs (procedural justice). 

The social cooperative adopts the democratization of decision-making processes most effectively due 

to their decision-making structures. Furthermore, the circular SEs aim to empower socially excluded 

groups and realise an inclusive environment to increase social inclusion in the CE, addressing 

recognitional justice. Lastly, the circular SEs socially embed their SE in the local community through 

increasing community engagement to address recognitional justice. The strategies identified by the 

results provide relevant insights for CE literature and practitioners aiming for a socially just CE.  

 

Keywords: Circular Economy, Circular Social Enterprises, Environmental Justice, Participatory 

Governance, Social Inclusion, Accessibility, Social Embeddedness 
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1. Introduction 

The current linear economic model contributes to multiple environmental and social issues such as 

resource degradation, climate change, social inequalities and poverty, which reveals the need for a 

paradigm shift towards another economic system for a sustainable future (Andrews, 2015; Esposito 

et al., 2018; Nandi et al., 2021; Schröder et al., 2020). In response to this need, many academics, policy-

makers, and businesses have proposed the circular economy (CE)(Kirchherr et al., 2017; Yuan et al., 

2006). The CE serves as an economic model that replaces the current take-make-waste system by 

reducing, reusing, recycling and recovering materials in production and consumption processes 

(Kirchherr et al., 2017; Nandi et al., 2020). The CE aims to benefit all three sustainability dimensions, 

namely environment, economy and society (Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020).  

Despite this aim, the social pillar of sustainability has been marginally considered while 

operationalising the CE (Moreau et al., 2017; Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020). The CE currently operates 

within the current economic forces of competitiveness, and mainly focuses on economic solutions to 

achieve environmental benefits (Moreau et al., 2017; Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020). In specific, linearity 

and capitalist values are deeply rooted in economic structures (Jaeger-Erben, 2019; Jaeger-Erben et 

al., 2021). Therefore, applying a circular business model or circularity to the current economic 

structures can lead to the same social issues as in the linear economy (Jaeger-Erben, 2019). Multiple 

authors have criticised the CE concept for the lack of integration of the social pillar of sustainability 

(Kirchherr et al., 2017; Mies & Gold, 2021; Moreau et al., 2017).  

Although the social dimension of the CE has recently received more attention from academics 

(Kirchherr et al., 2017; Moreau et al., 2017; Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020), it has mostly been researched 

quantitatively (e.g. the number of jobs creations), while qualitative social impacts have been 

overlooked (Llorente-González & Vence, 2020; Wijkman & Skånberg, 2015). In particular, social and 

political-economic issues that need qualitative, in-depth research, such as inequality and poverty, 

gender issues, working conditions, inequality and poverty are rarely touched upon in the CE 

framework (Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020; Schröder et al., 2020). Some studies focus on mapping the 

social dimension (e.g. Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020; Schroeder et al., 2019), or link the CE to other 

alternative economies such as the social and solidarity economy to integrate the social dimension 

within the CE framework (Sahakian, 2015). Moreover, a new concept has arisen in academic literature, 

namely circular society. The circular society goes beyond environmental impact and economic growth 

and aims to include the social dimension as well by involving the participation of all societal actors 

(Jaeger-Erben, 2019). However, studies on the circular society remain generic and do not provide 

specific strategies through which the social dimension can be actively addressed within the CE. 

Therefore, in-depth qualitative research is needed to address such strategies to foster a socially just 

transition to the CE. 

Here, so-called social enterprises (SEs) incorporating a circular business model (CBM) can 

facilitate the integration of the lacking social issues in the CE concept. SEs prioritise their social 

dimension, and balance all three dimensions of sustainability equally (Mair & Marti, 2006; Soufani et 

al., 2018). In particular, SEs are not-for-profit organisations that provide products/services relevant to 

their social aim (Defourny & Nyssens, 2008). SEs do not aim for profit maximisation and therefore 

potentially adopt a non-capitalistic approach (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). The transformation of 

capitalistic values is mentioned by Jaeger-Erben et al. (2021) as necessary to effectively integrate the 

social dimension in the CE. SEs adopting a CBM (also referred to as circular SEs) can thus have an 

exemplary role in addressing the social dimension in the CE, fostering a socially just CE. For example, 
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one social issue relates to the accessibility of products/services (Schröder et al., 2020). SEs can 

integrate this issue into their social aim and thus prioritise accessibility rather than economic profit, 

e.g. through lowering prices (Campbell & Sacchetti, 2014). Moreover, SEs can have a discursive power, 

relating to their potential to influence their institutional environment and public policies (Defourny & 

Nyssens, 2012). For instance, SEs were pioneers in work integration practices, and have shaped the 

development of new legal frameworks (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). SEs can thus be pioneers in 

adopting a CBM (implementing CE principles) and integrating the social pillar in the CE, shaping the 

institutional environment and public policies.  

In previous research three main types of SEs were identified; the entrepreneurial non-profit, 

the social cooperative and the social business (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). Each type can contribute 

to social issues in different ways since the main features of the SEs can manifest differently per SE type 

(Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). An example of such a feature is their participatory nature, meaning that 

all stakeholders, including users and consumers, are involved in the governance of the SE (Defourny 

& Nyssens, 2012). The social cooperative is specifically known for the implementation of democratic 

governance and can differ from the other SE types in strategies related to this feature (Defourny & 

Nyssens, 2017). The social cooperative can therefore potentially address social issues related to 

decision-making processes more effectively.  

This research identifies two research gaps. First, while some research has been done regarding 

the (potential) role of SEs implementing a CBM in advancing social dimensions of the CE (Goodwin 

Brown et al., 2020; Prasad & Manimala, 2018; Soufani et al., 2018.), the convergence of the CE and 

SEs remains underexplored (Soufani et al., 2018). In particular, the specific strategies SEs use to foster 

a socially just CE are under-addressed in academic literature, and research is often limited to overall 

characteristics/strategies such as the use of non-formal education methods or work integration 

(Goodwin Brown et al., 2020). One exception is the research of Lekan et al. (2021) which focuses on 

how SEs contribute to local CE development. However, this research focused on one specific case and 

calls for future research in different spatial contexts related to local development (Lekan et al., 2021). 

Other literature on the convergence of CE and SEs mainly relates to SEs' implementation of the CE 

principles (Adelekan, 2021; Stratan, 2017), but does not focus on SEs fostering a socially just CE. The 

second research gap identified is the potential differences between the three SE types in the employed 

strategies to foster a socially just CE. Except for one study which focused on SEs and cooperatives 

(Goodwin Brown et al., 2020), differences between the types of SEs identified by Defourny and 

Nyssens (2017) have not been thoroughly evaluated specifically in the CE context. 

This research aims to bridge these research gaps by examining the specific strategies SEs 

implementing a CBM pursue to foster a socially just CE, according to the different types of SEs. 

Therefore, the following research questions are addressed: 

 

RQ 1: What are the strategies through which social enterprises foster and can foster (a transition 

towards) a socially just circular economy?  

 

RQ2: Are there any differences in the employed strategies across different models of SEs and, if so, 

what are these differences and why? 

 

From a scientific point of view, this research contributes to scientific literature by adopting an 

in-depth qualitative research approach to address the qualitative social impacts that are currently 

overlooked in CE research (Llorente-González & Vence, 2020; Wijkman & Skånberg, 2015). In 
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particular, it provides new insights into the strategies through which SEs address the overlooked social 

issues within the CE framework. Moreover, the research adds to the scientific literature by identifying 

the potential differences between the SE types in the employed strategies through a comparative case 

study design. Lastly, the research considers multiple contexts within the geographic scope, the 

European Union (EU), to increase the generalisability of the results in the EU context. 

From a societal point of view, this research contributes to achieving (a transition to) a socially 

just CE, by enforcing and strengthening the integration of all three pillars of the sustainability paradigm 

in the CE. It provides insights into how different SEs implementing a CBM can address social issues, 

guiding SEs to strengthen their social role within the CE. Additionally, the strategies can serve as 

guidelines for for-profit companies that wish to contribute to the socially just transition to the CE. 

The thesis is structured as follows. First, a socially just CE and the social issues are 

conceptualised, and the SEs features, types of SEs and possible strategies are explained. Thereafter, 

the methodology is explained, elaborating on the comparative case study design. Subsequently, the 

results are presented. Afterwards, the empirical findings are critically discussed and compared to 

existing literature, and the research limitations are pointed out. Finally, the conclusion and practical 

recommendations are provided. 
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2. Theory 

2.1 The Circular Economy 

This section first discusses the background and definition of the CE concept. In particular, CBM 

innovations and CBM strategies are explained, which are used to identify circular SEs. The CE was 

developed in the 1990s as a response to economic growth and its consequences on resource scarcity 

(Winans et al., 2017). The CE concept has evolved throughout the years and many scholars have 

defined the CE. However, consensus about the CE concept has yet to be reached (Kirchherr et al., 

2017; Reike et al., 2018). This research will use the definition of Kirchherr et al. (2017) since it provides 

a broad definition based on an analysis of 117 definitions. Kirchherr et al. (2017) define the CE concept 

as: 

 

“… an economic system that replaces the ‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, alternatively 

reusing, recycling and recovering materials in production/distribution and consumption 

processes. It operates at the micro level (products, companies, consumers), meso level (eco-

industrial parks) and macro level (city, region, nation and beyond), with the aim to accomplish 

sustainable development, thus simultaneously creating environmental quality, economic 

prosperity and social equity, to the benefit of current and future generations.” (Kirchherr et 

al., 2017, p. 229) 

 

Organisations operating in the CE create, deliver and capture value through their CBM (Antikainen & 

Valkokari, 2016). A CBM is implemented through both CBM strategies and CBM innovations (Henry et 

al., 2020). CBM strategies are also known as R-imperatives (Henry et al., 2020; Reike et al., 2018), 

which can be adopted by organisations to increase circularity in their entity (e.g. reuse or recycle). 

While research has shown the diversification of the R-imperatives, this research follows the 4Rs 

framework according to the definition of Kirchherr et al. (2017); reduce, reuse, recycle and recover. 

The 4Rs framework is also adopted in EU policies, and therefore fits the geographical scope of this 

research (Kirchherr et al., 2017). The research of Henry et al. (2020) explains that CBM strategies can 

be adopted through CBM innovations, following upstream, downstream and full business model 

innovation. Upstream circular companies embrace circular innovations internally, focusing on their 

suppliers, by establishing circularity standards within the company and/or industrial symbiosis (input-

oriented or output-oriented)(Henry et al., 2020). Downstream circular companies innovate in 

consumer interfaces and revenue models, through product-service systems, either use-phase or 

result/performance-oriented, and/or active consumer involvement (Henry et al., 2020). Active 

consumer involvement is achieved through repair, return, reuse, collaborative consumption and/or 

consumer engagement (Henry et al., 2020). Finally, full business model innovation combines both 

upstream and downstream CBM innovations, through core technology or enabling technology (Henry 

et al., 2020). The innovation types within core technology are source material, product design and key 

process, and for enabling technology the innovation types consist of sharing platforms, trading 

platforms and/or asset tracking (Henry et al., 2020). All the CBM innovations are summarized and 

explained in Appendix A. 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/topics/engineering/microlevel
https://www-sciencedirect-com.proxy.library.uu.nl/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/environmental-impact-assessment
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2.2. Social dimensions of the circular economy 

This section first discusses the status quo in research regarding the social dimension in CE literature. 

Whereafter, it examines the social issues regarding the CE, distributed amongst procedural justice, 

recognitional justice and distributive justice.  

Currently, the CE concept is focusing on economic growth and environmental impacts (Padilla-

Rivera et al., 2020), and not on the social dimension of sustainability. Most research regarding the 

social dimension of the CE relates to the product or company level or job creation. For example, people 

are regarded merely as consumers or users, not including the social context (Schröder et al., 2020). 

Some authors have attempted to integrate the social sustainability pillar into the CE concept by 

combining the CE with the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) or placing it in the human sphere 

(Moreau et al., 2017; Sahakian, 2015). Other scholars have proposed to replace the CE concept with 

the Circular Society (Jaeger-Erben et al., 2021; Leipold et al., 2021). In all these approaches, people 

are emphasised rather than economic profit, lowering the focus on the economic dimension and 

integrating the social dimension (Jaeger-Erben et al., 2021; Leipold et al., 2021; Moreau et al., 2017; 

Sahakian, 2015). These studies are, however, generic and do not look into the specific strategies 

through which the social dimension can be integrated. There is no appropriate CE framework yet 

which considers all the under-addressed social issues into-depth (Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020). 

Schröder et al. (2020) mapped these underexplored and under-addressed social issues, namely 1) 

poverty & accessibility, 2) health & well-being, 3) gender issues, 4) education, skills & working 

conditions, 5) issues of social inequality and 6) CE cooperation for developing countries.1 Moreover, 

literature reviews from Padilla-Rivera et al. (2020) and Mies and Gold (2021) mapped social issues 

mentioned in CE literature. These studies assist the conceptualization of these social issues of the CE 

in sections 2.2.1, 2.2.2 and 2.2.3.  

The roots of these social issues mentioned above need to be tackled in the CE concept. A way 

to address the roots of the issues is by using a critical perspective to analyse the injustices in social 

groups in the CE concept to detect and improve what is necessary (Amorim de Oliveira, 2021). Here, 

environmental justice excels, as it can identify social injustices in environmental practices, and identify 

overlooked groups (Amorim de Oliveira, 2021). Therefore, this study employs the environmental 

justice perspective to identify and improve the social gaps in the CE concept.  

While the discourse of environmental justice has expanded, this thesis uses the 

conceptualization of Schlosberg (2004). Previous definitions mostly relate to distributive justice and 

procedural justice, but Schlosberg (2004) provides a broader conceptualisation by also identifying 

recognitional justice. Recognitional justice refers to: “…the ability to participate in and benefit from 

environmental governance without being required to assimilate to dominant cultural norms” 

(Schlosberg, 2004, as cited in Suiseeya & Kimberly, 2016, p. 3). Procedural justice concerns:  “… the 

ability of all individuals impacted by a decision to meaningfully participate in the decision-making 

process” (Schlosberg, 2004, as cited in Suiseeya & Kimberly, 2016, p. 3). Finally, distributive justice 

relates to “unequitable distribution of costs and benefits, harms and goods related to environmental 

governance” (Schlosberg, 2004, as cited in Suiseeya & Kimberly, 2016, p. 3). These principles are 

interrelated, e.g. distributive justice outcomes can diminish when there is procedural injustice 

(Suiseeya & Kimberly, 2016). In the following sections, the social issues derived from literature are 

embedded in these three types of justice. 

 
1  The last social issue mentioned is not included, as it does not fit within the scope of this research.  
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2.2.1. Procedural justice 

Research has shown that specifically participatory and democratic governance in the CE can develop 

functional benefits and promote a wider understanding of societal issues (Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020). 

In particular, it facilitates a way through which people in a society can express their opinions and root 

for better decisions (Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020). Participatory governance can therefore increase the 

ability of people to address social issues, e.g. in business-related contexts. Nevertheless, in current CE 

practices, little attention goes to the ability to participate in decision-making processes. For example, 

a discourse analysis by Friant et al. (2020) revealed that participatory governance is often not 

mentioned in European government policies, CE development plans in cities, international 

organizations (e.g. OECD) and business consultancies. This reveals the need to build a common 

perspective and include participatory and democratic governance in the CE concept (Padilla-Rivera et 

al., 2020) 

One of the social issues that is not effectively addressed in the CE, is the working conditions 

in CE practices (Corvellec et al., 2022; Schröder et al., 2020). According to Mies and Gold (2021), 

working conditions in the CE depend on three factors: 1) a decent work infrastructure and equipment, 

2) provision of education and 3) training and assurance of workers’ health and safety. Moreover, 

according to Mair et al. (2019), working conditions also include the provision of fair living wages for 

employees. 

Concerns about working conditions in the CE in current research are often related to health 

and safety, especially to toxicological hazards (Héry & Malenfer, 2020). In particular, working 

conditions in the CE are context-specific and are highly dependent on the workers’ activities, e.g. the 

working conditions in recycling faculties can vary from the working conditions of reuse activities 

(Schröder et al., 2020). The potential risks of CE activities can be particularly high in recycling activities 

(Héry, & Malenfer, 2020). Recycling practices include high exposure to toxins and toxic metals that are 

hazardous to human health. In informal recycling facilities, workers are especially highly exposed to 

these toxins due to the lack of proper protective equipment (Bakhiyi et al., 2018). The latter overlaps 

with distributive justice as it also relates to the unequal distribution of harm. In summary, the working 

conditions in the CE can be hazardous and need to be addressed to foster a socially just CE. 

Participatory governance can play a role in managing these working conditions.  

2.2.2 Recognitional justice 

Recognitional justice refers to the ability to participate for everyone without having to conform to 

cultural dominant roles (Schlosberg, 2004), e.g. gender minorities, ethnic minorities, youth, elderly, 

people with a disability, or other marginalised groups. In current academic literature, the involvement 

of all marginalised groups in the CE is partly addressed through social inclusion or by addressing an 

inclusive economy (Mies & Gold, 2021; Moreau et al., 2017). Nevertheless, not everyone can 

participate in the CE without having to assimilate to dominant cultural norms. Specifically, in CE 

literature, recognitional injustices in both the lack of incorporation of gender perspectives and the 

involvement of ethnic minorities came forward (Mies & Gold, 2021; Pla-Julián & Guevara, 2019; 

Schroeder et al., 2019; Schröder et al., 2020). The following section, therefore, zooms in on gender 

and ethnic minorities to point out recognitional injustices in the CE frameworks more into-depth.  

Schroeder et al. (2019) show that gender equality has no direct link with CE practices. Women 

are often neglected in these practises, e.g. by the lack of sanitation facilities in factories and not 

addressing gender pay gaps (Bebasari, 2019; Schröder et al., 2020). Increasing women's participation 



 

 

12 
 

and promoting gender equality can lead to new market niches and possible business opportunities for 

a better future for everyone (Pla-Julián & Guevara, 2019), and the gender gap in the CE can prevent 

the CE from adopting opportunities that generate shared value.  

Moreover, while some attention has gone to the involvement of ethnic minorities at the 

macro level (Boeri et al., 2019; Izdebska & Knieling, 2020), the involvement of ethnic minorities is not 

mentioned as a social issue in literature reviews assessing the social dimension of the CE (Mies & Gold, 

2021; Schröder et al., 2020). Thus, little attention in CE frameworks has gone to the ability to 

participate for minorities. CE initiatives however do have the potential to create an open space for 

empowerment and active involvement (Bebasari, 2019), and tackle recognitional injustices.  

2.2.3. Distributive justice 

While intergenerationally seen, the CE can increase distributive justice, as it saves natural resources 

for future generations through resource efficiency (Geisendorf & Pietrulla, 2018), distributive 

injustices in the CE are revealed in academic literature. These injustices manifest in the inaccessibility 

of both circular services and products, and the distribution of harms and benefits between the global 

north and south (Capgemini Research Institute, 2021; Ciliberto et al., 2021; Schröder et al., 2020). 

CE practices can have the potential to increase the accessibility of circular products and 

services by lowering ownership (Atstaja et al., 2022; Hu et al., 2019), for example through servitisation 

or collaborative consumption (Henry et al., 2020). However, forms of inaccessibility in the CE manifest 

in behavioural accessibility, financial accessibility and technological accessibility. First, a lack of 

knowledge can for example influence the participation of consumers (Camacho-Otero et al., 2018), 

revealing possible behavioural inaccessibility due to knowledge barriers. Moreover, financial access to 

repair services or stores for used/refurbished products is revealed as a barrier to participation in the 

CE due to the higher prices of e.g. repair (Capgemini Research Institute, 2021), especially affecting 

marginalised groups with low income. Lastly, digitalisation is an important factor in the CE as many 

circular services require access to a digital platform, e.g. access-based platforms such as car-sharing 

(refuse) or resell platforms (reuse) (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012; Bigerna et al., 2021). In particular, 

digitization can accelerate and improve the implementation of CE and servitisation, especially related 

yo CBM innovation category product service systems (Grahna, 2022; Ng, 2022). However, the current 

digital divide, meaning that marginalised groups can have less or no access to the internet or digital 

devices (Esteban-Navarro et al., 2020), influences the accessibility of these services. In addition, the 

CE is susceptible to increasing the digital divide, since businesses operationalizing the CE need to invest 

in the necessary digital infrastructure that allows the reconfiguration of the value chain (Ciliberto et 

al., 2021).  

Finally, localization and localising resource flows are indicated by research to increase 

sustainability and enhance the CE impacts (Williams, 2019). Localization can however lead to negative 

externalities in the global south e.g. regarding job creation (Repp et al., 2021; Schröder et al., 2020). 

The study from Llorente-González and Vence (2020) emphasised that the CE is in general labour-

intensive, however, there are differences between the various sectors. For example, reuse and repair 

activities in the EU are more labour-intensive and low-capital intensive, whilst waste collection and 

recycling are more capital-intensive. Therefore, more job opportunities arise at e.g. reuse and repair 

activities in comparison to waste collection and recycling activities. The CE can thus also lead to job 

losses, for example in capital-intensive manufacturing sectors that will be replaced by automation and 

circular supply chains (Schröder et al., 2020). These are likely to impact SMEs in low- and middle-
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income countries (Schröder et al., 2020). Thus, while the CE leads to job creation in the EU, it can lead 

to job losses in emerging countries (Repp et al., 2021). Moreover, particularly in the Global South, 

there are informal economies that affect e.g. poorer working conditions in CE practices (Bakhiyi et al., 

2018).  

 

2.3 Social enterprises 
This section first provides the definition and main features of SEs. Moreover, it touches upon the 

possible strategies through which SEs can foster a socially just CE. After, the different types of SEs and 

their potential to address these strategies are discussed.  

2.3.1 The definition and main features of social enterprises 

The definition of SEs is context-specific (Defourny & Nyssens, 2008), emphasising the need for a 

definition that fits the scope of this research. Therefore, this research uses the SE definition of EMES 

European research network, as it provides a clear typology of the social enterprise and its main 

features in Europe (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). Defourny and Nyssens (2008) summarise the 

definition of social enterprises as follows:  

 

"Social enterprises are not-for-profit private organisations providing goods or services directly 

related to their explicit aim to benefit the community. They rely on collective dynamics 

involving various types of stakeholders in their governing bodies, they place a high value on 

their autonomy and they bear economic risks linked to their activity". (Defourny & Nyssens,  

2008, p.5) 

 

The EMES approach defines several main features of the social enterprise, divided into the following 

three sub-dimensions: economic and entrepreneurial dimensions, social dimensions and the 

participatory governance of the SE (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). The economic and entrepreneurial 

dimensions consist of the continued activity of producing goods or selling services, the significant level 

of economic risk and the minimum amount of paid work (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). The social 

dimensions relate to the explicit aim to benefit the community, the initiative is initiated by a group of 

citizens or civil society organisations and limited profit distribution (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). The 

participatory governance of the SE involves a high degree of autonomy, the decision-making power 

not based on capital ownership and the participatory nature of the social enterprise (Defourny & 

Nyssens, 2012). The definitions of these features are explained in Appendix B.  

2.3.2 The strategies through which SEs can foster a socially just CE 

Pansera et al. (2021) highlight the potential of bottom-up practices to enhance a socially just transition 

to the CE by reshaping CE discourse. An example of these bottom-up practices can be SEs, which can 

have a discursive power to influence policies and institutions (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). Moreover, 

SEs specific social aim to benefit the community can address the current environmental injustices in 

the CE concept. SEs can therefore be a starting point for a socially just transition towards the CE for 

local communities, with the potential to influence policies and institutions.  

Social enterprises can address procedural, recognitional and distributive justice through some 

of their main features, including their not-for-profit mission, the participatory nature of the SEs and 
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their social and territorial embeddedness, shown in Table 1. These strategies are derived from SE 

literature and guide the identification of the strategies used by circular SEs. 

The not-for-profit mission, relating to all the social and non-economic objectives of the SEs, 

allow SEs to act upon a certain social aim. The main activity of SEs closely relates to this social aim, 

meaning SEs can insist on social change through their business model. For example, the SEs can 

increase accessibility to (circular) products or services (distributive justice)(Campbell & Sacchetti, 

2014; Ciambotti, 2020). The SEs can also aim for social inclusion, increasing the ability to participate 

for people regardless of having to conform to prevailing cultural norms (recognitional 

justice)(Kilpatrick et al., 2021). The latter can, for example, be addressed by the SEs through work 

integration, providing job opportunities to marginalised groups (O’Shaughnessy & O’Hara, 2016). 

Moreover, the not-for-profit feature of SEs allows for reinvestment of their economic surplus in their 

social mission. Gui (1991) argues that the economic surplus of the SEs is reinvested in a manner 

through which a beneficiary group receives the benefits, and a dominant group has the decision power 

to decide who receives the benefits. These benefits of the circular SEs can for example relate to 

lowering prices for consumers to improve financial accessibility of the CE (distributive justice)(Borzaga 

& Tortia, 2009). Finally, Nicolás and Rubio (2016) argue that women value the not-for-profit mission 

more compared to men. The gender gap in SEs is smaller compared to commercial enterprises, 

especially in developing countries (Nicolás & Rubio, 2016). Therefore, the not-for-profit mission can 

potentially attract gender minorities (Hechavarria et al., 2012; Urbano et al., 2014), increasing the 

ability to participate for genders that do not assimilate to dominant cultural norms (recognitional 

justice). 

The participatory governance of SEs means that all stakeholders are involved in the 

governance of the organisation, including users or consumers (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). 

Participation, especially in decision-making processes, can promote the representation of minorities, 

increase empowerment and potentially reduce inequalities (recognitional justice)(Del Gesso & 

Romagnoli, 2020; Finlayson & Roy, 2019). Next to empowerment, the involvement of all stakeholders 

in the governance of SEs allows everyone affected by the decision to use their voice and shape rules 

and norms. This can avoid social issues such as lacking working conditions (procedural justice)(Dupret 

& Eschweiler, 2022). 

SEs are territorial and socially embedded, and have strong linkages with the local community 

(Chen, 2018). SEs can therefore act upon issues closely related to their community and increase 

community engagement (Verver et al., 2021). Community engagement can result in addressing several 

social issues, for example influencing the health behaviours of disadvantaged groups (distributive 

justice)(O'Mara-Eves et al., 2013), or empowering marginalised groups to participate in the circular SE 

(recognitional justice)(Siegner et al., 2019). The social embeddedness of SEs can also enhance social 

networks in their community, increasing social connectedness and eventually well-being (Gordon et 

al., 2018; Henderson et al., 2020). This can enhance the ability of marginalised groups to participate 

in the circular SEs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

15 
 

Table 1.  

SE features related to their possible sub-strategies through which they can address the three types of 

justice.  

SE features Strategies Type of justice Supporting literature 

Not-for-profit 
mission 

Business model related to 
their social aim, e.g. by 
increasing accessibility to 
all.  

Distributive 
justice 
Recognitional 
justice 

Campbell & Sacchetti, 2014; 
Ciambotti, 2020; Kilpatrick et 
al., 2021; Meltzer et al., 2018; 
Mckinnon et al., 2020 
   

Attraction gender 
minorities by their social 
mission 

Recognitional 
justice 

Nicolás & Rubio, 2016; 
Urbano et al., 2014; 
Hechavarria et al., 2012; 
Mckay et al., 2011  

Participatory 
nature 

Participation resulting in 
empowerment  

Recognitional 
justice 

Del Gesso & Romagnoli, 2020; 
Finlayson & Roy, 2019; Haugh 
& Talwar, 2016; Pareja-Cano 
et al., 2020 
   

Ability for everyone to 
shape rules and norms 

Procedural 
justice 

Dupret & Eschweiler, 2022; 
Hulgård et al., 2017; Sdrali et 
al., 2016  

Territorial and 
social 
embeddedness 

Community engagement Recognitional 
justice 
Distributive 
justice  

O'Mara-Eves et al., 2013; 
Satar, 2019; Siegner et al., 
2019; Verver et al., 2021 

 
Increasing social 
networks  

Recognitional 
justice  

Chui et al., 2019; Gordon et 
al., 2018; Henderson et al., 
2020; Barraket, 2013 

 

2.3.3 The different types of social enterprises 

Following the EMES definition of social enterprises, Defourny and Nyssens (2017) mapped the 

different types of social enterprises, namely the entrepreneurial non-profit, the social cooperative, 

the social business and the public sector social enterprise.2 Compared to other typologies, their 

typology is rooted in theoretical grounds and generalizable to multiple contexts and countries 

(Defourny et al., 2021).  

SEs operate between three principles of interest; general interest (GI), mutual interest (MI) 

and capital interest (CI), shown in figure 1. The entrepreneurial non-profit includes all non-profit 

organisations that have any type of income through activities related to their social mission and act 

more towards GI (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; Defourny et al., 2021). The social cooperative differs 

from traditional cooperatives as they pursue the interests of their members and the community's 

interests and thus combine both GI and MI (Defourny et al., 2021). The social cooperative is 

 
2 The last SE type represents a new phenomenon in Israel (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017) and does not 
operate in the scope of this research; this SE type is therefore not included in this research. 
Moreover, no empirical evidence has been found that his model is represent in all contexts 
(Defourny et al., 2021). 
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characterised by the aim of implementing democratic governance (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017), and 

actively pursuing the one-member, one-vote feature shown in Appendix B. There are different types 

of social cooperatives; producer cooperatives, consumer cooperatives and multi-stakeholder 

cooperatives (Spear, 2000).3 Lastly, the social business balances the economic and social dimensions 

(Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). This type is rooted in business models driven by shareholders (Defourny 

& Nyssens, 2017), and relies more on CI compared to the other SE types (Defourny et al., 2021). This 

can raise the question of whether the social/environmental dimensions are the main aim of the 

activities or if these are used for the shareholders' interest (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). The social 

business risks mission drift where economic activities are, in the end, considered more important than 

their social mission (Doherty et al., 2014). Mission drift can affect the legitimacy of the SE for 

stakeholders (Dart, 2004). 

 

Figure 1. 

The three principles of interest and the different types of SEs. 

 
Note: Adopted from “Mapping social enterprise models: some evidence from the “ICSEM” project.” By J. 

Defourny & M. Nyssens, 2017, Social Enterprise Journal, p. 7 (https://doi.org/10.1108/SEJ-09-2017-0049). 

Copyright 2017 by Emerald Publishing Limited 

 

The three types of SEs potentially alter in the employed strategies through which they address the 

three types of justice, due to the different manifestations of the SE features. For example, the social 

business risks mission drift, since they operate more towards CI and risk operating more towards the 

interest of their shareholder instead of their stakeholder (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017), which could 

result in addressing their social aim less effectively. This can also influence the participatory 

governance as the social business type possibly takes shareholders more into account than other 

stakeholders (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). Social cooperatives however specifically aim for democratic 

governance (Defourny et al., 2021), increasing the potential to address the strategies related to the 

participatory nature of SEs. Moreover, due to economic pressure, some social cooperatives have 

limited profit distribution, also possibly risking mission drift (Defourny & Nyssens, 2013). Finally, the 

 
3 The different type of  cooperatives are run by different actors, for example consumer cooperatives 
are run by consumers, producer cooperatives are run by producers and multi-stakeholder 
cooperatives are run by different stakeholders (Spear, 2000). 

https://doi-org.proxy.library.uu.nl/10.1108/SEJ-09-2017-0049
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entrepreneurial non-profit operates mostly to the general interest, and can therefore possibly address 

a broader public compared to the other two types (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). 

2.4 Conceptual framework 

The conceptual framework is shown in figure 2. It illustrates how the concepts identified in the 

theoretical framework relate to answering the research questions. 

 

Figure 2.  

The conceptual framework 
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3. Methodology  

This section first describes the research design. Subsequently, it discusses the data collection and 

sampling process. Hereafter, the data analysis process is explained. Finally, ethics concerning data 

collection, data handling and data storage are discussed.  

3.1. Research design      

This research aimed to identify the strategies through which SEs foster a socially just CE and the 

possible differences in the employed strategies between the three SE types, with a focus on theory 

building and generation. Because of the exploring nature of this aim, a qualitative research design 

seems to be the most fitting as it enables the identification of concepts and relationships (Bryman, 

2016). Specifically, this research used an abductive research approach. An abductive research 

approach allowed to retrieve both new insights through inductive approaches, but also to validate the 

theoretical framework. In particular, the researcher starts with incomplete observation, aiming to 

retrieve new insights and solve the ‘theoretical puzzle’ (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2018). 

In particular, a comparative case study was conducted following the approach of Eisenhardt, 

as this design is known to improve theory building (Eisenhardt, 1989). Case studies “emphasise the 

rich real-world context in which the phenomenon occurs” (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 25). The 

approach can help in understanding causality and gives the opportunity to research causal 

mechanisms in different contexts (Bryman, 2016). In this thesis, a comparative case study allowed for 

retrieving in-depth insights into the strategies through which SEs foster a socially just CE by comparing 

three different types of SEs. Moreover, the Eisenhardt approach emphasises overlapping data 

collection and data analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989), which is fitting with the abductive research design. 

  

3.2. Case selection 

The case organisations were selected according to the Eisenhardt approach, where careful case 

selection is emphasised; cases have to be chosen where the phenomenon is likely to occur (Eisenhardt, 

2021). Moreover, the case designs should have similarities and differences, which is likely to improve 

theory building and increase generalizability as well as external validity (Eisenhardt, 2021). Careful 

case selection through similarities and differences also mitigates alternative explanations, increasing 

the generalizability of the findings (Eisenhardt, 2021). SEs were selected based on the following 

criteria: 

1. The SE operates in the CE (employs CBM strategies and innovations) 

2. The SE can be classified as one of the three different types of SEs  

3. The SE complies with the features of SEs (section 2.3.1)  

4. The SE operates in the European Union 

5. Willingness to do an interview 

6. Availability of data 

To ensure the similarities and differences between the SEs, 24 cases were initially selected based on 

different CBM innovations, different types of SEs and different countries (criteria 1, 2, 4). In the 

Eisenhardt approach, a number of cases between four and ten is common (Eisenhardt, 2021), 

however, the number of cases is not inherent to the Eisenhardt approach (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Therefore, this research selected a total of twelve cases based on criteria five and six (four per type of 
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SE) to include multiple emblematic examples per SE type operating in the EU, increasing external 

validity. The selected cases and a description of the different criteria are shown in Table 2. The 

different SEs and their social missions are explained in further detail in Appendix C.  

 

Table 2.  

The selected cases according to the sample criteria.  

Case Type of SE CBM strategy CBM innovation 
category 

Country 

Staramaki Social cooperative  Reduce Industrial symbiosis, 
core technology  

Greece 

Reware Social cooperative  Reuse/recycle Industrial symbiosis Italy  
Bees Social cooperative  Reduce Core technology Belgium  
Commown Social cooperative Reuse Product Service 

System  

Germany/France 

About Blank Social business  Reuse Industrial symbiosis Netherlands  
Ecowings Social business Recycle Industrial symbiosis, 

core technology  

Netherlands 

Repack Social business Reuse Active consumer 
involvement  

Finland 

Mercato 
Circolare 

Social business Reduce Active consumer 
involvement  

Italy 

Ateliere Fara 
Frontiere 

Entrepreneurial 
non-profit 
  

Recycle Industrial symbiosis Romania 

Po-dzielnia Entrepreneurial 
non-profit 
  

Reuse Active consumer 
involvement 

Poland 

BinFree Entrepreneurial 
non-profit 
  

Reduce Active consumer 
involvement 

Estonia 

Baterkaren Entrepreneurial 
non-profit 

Reuse Active consumer 
involvement 

Slovakia  

3.3. Data collection      

This study increased the reliability and validity of the research by using a variety of data sources, 

including interviews and archival data, to achieve data triangulation (Eisenhardt, 1989). In-depth semi-

structured interviews were collected with experts and case organisations. Semi-structured interviews 

allowed the researcher to keep an open mind, and the interviewees to comment freely on their 

experiences and insights (Bryman, 2016). This gave the opportunity for concepts and theories to 

develop from the data, making it appropriate for theory creation (Bryman, 2016). Moreover, the semi-

structured interviews allowed for the comparison of the data retrieved. 

Figure 3 depicts the two research phases: the expert interviews and the comparative case study. First, 

four expert interviews were conducted to strengthen and test the theoretical framework and increase 

internal validity. Additionally, expert interviews are particularly useful for gathering data in the 

beginning phase of the research as they provide time-effective data-gathering (Bogner et al., 2009). 

The interview guide for expert interviews is shown in Appendix D. In this research, an expert is seen 

as a person who “... has technical, process and interpretative knowledge that refers to a specific field 
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of action, by virtue of the fact that the expert acts in a relevant way” (Bogner et al., 2009, p. 54). The 

experts were selected through purposeful sampling based on the following criteria:  

1. Experts have expertise both related to SEs and the CE  

2. Experts are either academics or practitioners possessing a high level of knowledge 

3. Willingness to do an interview 

Afterwards, twenty interviews were conducted from twelve different case organisations to retrieve 

in-depth insights into the strategies through which the three types of SEs contribute to the three 

dimensions of justice. The interviews served as the primary source of data as these allowed for in-

depth insights. All 24 selected respondents are shown in Table 3 (also including the respondents of 

the expert interviews). Interview one to twenty were conducted by the current researcher, interview 

21 to 24 were conducted by researcher Yana Mechielsen. In all cases, either the founder of the SE 

and/or an employee, volunteer or participant of the SE were interviewed to retrieve both bottom-up 

and top-down insights. In total, 1087 minutes and 14 seconds of interviews were conducted, with an 

average of 45 minutes and 29 seconds per interview. Mostly two interviews per case were conducted; 

however, on occasion, one interview per case was conducted due to resource limitations. 

The interview guides were designed to address to examine all three dimensions of justice, and the 

social issues derived from prior literature, shown in Appendices E and F. Questions related to 

procedural justice, therefore, related to the decision-making processes and the working conditions of 

the circular SEs. Questions about recognitional justice related to the ability to participate for gender 

minorities, ethnic minorities, youth, and people with a disability. The participation of other 

marginalised groups was examined as well, dependent on the case. Lastly, the strategies through 

which the circular SEs can address distributive justice were examined through questions related to 

accessibility and the possible distribution of harms of the circular SEs. Preliminary desk research 

(archival data) allowed to alter the interview guides per case. If the archival data gave in-depth insights 

related to certain questions (e.g. related to the CBM of the SE), these questions were removed from 

the interview guides. Moreover, in some cases, the preliminary desk research revealed the potential 

for interesting follow-up questions, for example, related to the accessibility of the CE, included in the 

interview guide accordingly. Moreover, the interview questions were formulated in an 

understandable manner, and theoretical terms such as the different dimensions of justice were 

avoided.   

Besides the preliminary desk research, the archival data was collected and analysed to retrieve 

complementary insights, especially for the cases where one interview was conducted. The archival 

data were therefore  used in a supplementary manner to the interview data to increase the reliability 

of the data collection. The archival data analysed contained 56 data sources, consisting of different 

types of documents: social reports, websites, annual reports, news articles, videos and social media, 

summarized in table 4.  An overview of the documents is shown in Appendix G. Social media posts 

were analysed up to 50 posts (Facebook) and 100 posts (Instagram).4 Moreover, archival data 

consisted of several languages due to the geographical scope of the research; namely Dutch, English, 

German, French, Slovakian, Polish, Italian and Romanian. The researcher has a sufficient level of Dutch, 

English and German and was able to read and interpret the data sources in these languages. Data 

sources in other languages were translated by the automatic translation feature of Google.  

 

 

 
4 Except if the social media channel had less than 100 posts. 
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Table 3.  

The selected respondents, their role and organisation/social enterprise  

Respondent Type of actor Organisation 
R1 Expert, academic Utrecht University 

R2 Expert, practitioner Phillips 

R3 Expert, academic TU Berlin 

R4 Expert, practitioner HERWIN collective 

R5 Founder BinFree 

R6 Participant minimalist training BinFree 

R7 Participant recycling service BinFree 

R8 Founder (Netherlands) Ecowings 

R9 Founder (India) Ecowings 

R10 Head of operations (member) Staramaki 

R11 Quality manager (member) Staramaki 

R12 Co-founder Reware 

R13 Founder Baterkaren 

R14 Employee  Ateliere Fara Frontiere 

R15 Employee (Program leader Educlick) Ateliere Fara Frontiere 

R16 Founder Po-Dzielnia 

R17 Volunteer Po-Dzielnia 

R18 Founder Mercato Circolare 

R19 Co-founder About Blank 

R20 Employee Repack 

R21 Founder Commown 

R22 Member (consumer) Commown 

R23 Board member Bees 

R24  Purchaser, shop manager Bees 
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Table 4.  

A summary of the data collection 

Data source Quantity 

Interviews 
 

Expert interviews 158 minutes and 4 seconds 

Case interviews 929 minutes and 10 seconds 

Archival data 
 

Websites 22 

Articles 13 

Social media channels 12 

Booklet 1 

Video 47 seconds 

(Annual/social) reports 6 

Press release 1 

3.3. Data analysis  

3.3.1. Abductive data analysis approach 

The data were analysed according to the three main ideas of abductive research: 1) revisiting the 

phenomenon 2) defamiliarization 3) alternative casing (Tavory & Timmermans, 2012). Revisiting the 

phenomenon allowed the researcher to go back to the same observation at any point in the research 

process (Tavory & Timmermans, 2012). Furthermore, defamiliarization allowed the researcher to 

revisit the data and not only the phenomenon, allowing to retrieve insights that were first overlooked 

(Tavory & Timmermans, 2012). Finally, alternative casing relates to finding as many ways as possible 

to understand the data to highlight different aspects of the phenomenon. Eventually, this step led to 

a generalisation of the theory found (Tavory & Timmermans, 2012). 

3.3.2. Analysis of expert & case interviews, and the archival data 

The data analysis consisted of two steps, 1) the expert interviews and 2) case interviews and archival 

data as step two. The process is shown in figure 3. First, the expert interviews were transcribed, coded 

and analysed in Nvivo. These interviews were coded accordingly to open coding, using an inductive 

approach (Gioia et al., 2013), and identified concepts and themes related to possible strategies of SEs 

and social issues in the CE. A total of 71 open codes were initially created. The obtained insights were 

compared to the theoretical framework and interview guides, which were adjusted accordingly. The 

main insights of the expert interviews in the theoretical framework related to the CE issues being 

similar to the linear economy, working conditions and recognitional justice. Other insights concern the 

discursive power of SEs, the differences between social cooperatives compared to the other types of 

SEs and the responsibility and participatory governance in SEs. 
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The second step included transcribing and coding the case interviews (in NVivo). Moreover, 

the complementary insights of archival data were summarized and included in NVivo. However, due 

to time constraints, these insights were not included in the coding process. The case interviews were 

coded according to open coding, axial coding and selective coding. Open coding was used to identify 

concepts and themes that could be used for categorization. In total, 430 open codes were created, 

from which 25 first-order concepts emerged. After, axial coding further refined and categorised these 

themes, which resulted in ten second-order concepts. Finally, selective coding allowed the researcher 

to select and integrate these categories to retrieve meaningful insights, resulting in five aggregate 

dimensions (Williams & Moser, 2019). In particular, open coding allowed for insights in the strategies 

through which SEs address the social issues related to environmental justice described in the 

theoretical framework. Afterwards, axial coding revealed the overarching strategies of the SEs 

addressing the CE issues. Lastly, selective coding identified the features of the SEs that foster a socially 

just CE.  

Finally, the cases were compared through the Eisenhardt approach to retrieve insights into 

the differences in the employed strategies across the three types of SEs. First, within-case analysis was 

conducted, which consisted of analysing the archival data and interviews. The within-case analysis 

allowed for familiarization with the data. Second, a cross-case pattern search was applied which 

allowed the researcher to look beyond initial impressions. This was done by selecting pairs, and listing 

their similarities and differences (Eisenhardt, 1989). Eventually, this allowed the shaping of theory, 

related to the different types of SEs and their strategies through which they can foster a socially just 

CE.  

Throughout the process, the data was revisited according to the main ideas of abductive 

research, to examine the new insights retrieved and potentially discover new insights that were 

overlooked during the first analysis.  

3.4. Ethics issues data collection, data handling and data storage 

All the interviews were recorded and transcribed. The interviewees were asked to sign a consent form 

before starting the interview (see Appendix H). If the interviewees were unable to sign the consent 

form, moral consent was asked before the start of the interview. The retrieved qualitative data was 

stored on Google Drive and NVivo, and deleted after the research. Moreover, to retain privacy all the 

interviewees, names were anonymised. 
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Figure 3.  

Data collection and analysis process 
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3.5. Data structure 

Figure 4. Data structure 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Adjusting business model to increase 
convenience  to participate in the CE 

• Defining the social mission in a manner that 
ensures the integration of accessibility of the 
CE 

 

Explicit integration of 
accessibility of circular 
products/services in the social 
mission 

 

• Measuring and providing of fair living wages 

• Creating a healthy, safe work environment, 
both mentally and physically 

• Providing training and education for 
employees 

 

Actualisation good working 
conditions employees 

First order concepts 

Substrategies 

 

St 

• Using easy language/tools to make the CE 
understandable for everyone  

• Providing free and accessible education about 
the CE 

• Providing offline information channels 
 

Inclusion of access to 
information about the CE 

• Building the economic business model around 

the social mission without compromising the 

social mission 

• Engaging in collaborations only with virtuous 

companies 

 

Utilization of economic surplus 
for environmental and social 
impact  
 

• Providing social and professional skills  

• Creating access to an (ethical) job, life 
opportunities and basic needs 

 

Provision of capabilities to 
socially excluded groups 
 

• Involving all employees or stakeholders in 
decisions that evolve around them 

• Including an ethical flow of information so that 
anyone can make their decision informed 

• Including feedback systems for stakeholders to 
always improve  

 

Democratization of decision- 
making  

 

Second order concepts 

Strategies 
Aggregate dimensions 

Features circular SEs 

Participatory governance 

Embodiment of an accessibility 
CE 

Surplus reconceptualisation 

Distributive 

justice 

• Addressing the digital divide 

• Using technology to increase accessibility 

Adoption of technological 
accessibility in the business 
model 

Recognitional 

justice 
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• Creating a feeling of ownership 

• Creating the feeling of being recognised and 
heard for socially excluded people; increasing 
confidence 

 

Empowerment socially 
excluded/disadvantaged groups  

• Creating a space for everyone, using no 
specific focus groups 

• Using inclusive language 

• Creating equal opportunities for everyone, 
regardless of gender, beliefs, ethnicity 

 

Realisation of inclusive 
environment 

• Providing free activities for their actors 
(employees, consumers, members) to increase 
social connectedness 

• Providing a physical place for their actors 

• Creating a community and/or embed the SE in 
the community 

Community engagement Social embeddedness 

Drive for social inclusion 

Recognitional 

justice 
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4. Results 
This section describes the strategies found of the SEs fostering a socially just circular economy 

according to the data structure shown in figure 4. Moreover, the differences between the three types 

of SEs are highlighted per strategy.  

 

4.1. Reconceptualisation of surplus 

The interviews and archival data revealed that SEs reconceptualise economic surplus to increase 

positive social and environmental impact. Hereby, the circular SEs moved away from the classic idea 

of surplus and prioritise their social and environmental impact. Correspondingly, the circular SEs 

aimed to improve the distribution of benefits of the CE for marginalised groups, addressing distributive 

justice.  

 

Utilization of economic surplus for environmental and social impact The circular SEs integrated a new 

dimension to economic surplus, utilizing economic surplus for their environmental and social 

objectives. Several respondents viewed the balance of economic, social and environmental objectives 

as necessary (R8, R10, R13, R14, R16, R18, R21). Particularly, the environmental and social objectives 

of the circular SEs were seen as their responsibility and were an integral part of the social mission of 

the circular SEs. The respondents indicated that economic surplus is required to fulfil their social 

mission, emphasising the balance of all objectives (R8, R10, R13, R14, R16, R18, R21). Therefore, even 

though SEs are not-for-profit, the economic surplus was seen as indispensable: “… because of course, 

you need the profit, the more profit you get, and the more production you have, then the more people 

you can help, the more people you can hire.” (Interview 14). By utilizing economic surplus for the 

environmental and social good, SEs went beyond the current capitalistic economic structure where 

economic surplus is viewed as economic growth (R11, R19, R23):  

 
["It is also profit which is about something good for the environment and something good for the people, 

giving opportunities to the local community, giving opportunities to vulnerable groups of people. This is 

something that is way more important in a way." (Interview 11)] 

 

The manner through which the SEs utilized or planned to utilize their economic surplus is shown in 

Table 5. In some SEs, challenges occurred in utilizing their economic surplus as the SEs did not retrieve 

economic surplus yet or were at a break-even point. In these cases, the manner through which the SEs 

aimed to allocate their future surplus is included, if indicated in the interviews or archival data.  
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Table 5.  

Who decides and who benefits from surplus, and how the surplus is allocated  
Economic 
surplus 

Who decides Who 
benefits 

In what form is/will be the 
surplus allocated 

Commown No economic 
surplus yet 

Members 
(consumers, 
producers) 

Consumers Lower prices, and increase 
accessibility circular products  

Bees Yes (but aims to 
keep it low to 
ensure low 
prices)  

Members 
(consumers) 

Members 
(consumers) 

Lower prices, and increase the 
accessibility of their products 

Staramaki Yes Members 
(workers) 

Members 
(Workers) 

5% for the creation of the 
reserve, 35% to employees as 
productivity motivation, 60% to 
enterprise activities or creating 
employment opportunities 
(Staramaki profile, n.d.)  

Reware Yes Members 
(Workers) 

Members 
(Workers) 

Creation of employment 
opportunities  

Ecowings Ecowings NL: 
No surplus yet 

Founders Workers Provide benefits for employees; 
food packages, hire more 
employees  

Mercato 
Circolare 

Breakeven Workers Consumers Increase accessibility circular 
service for marginalised groups  

About Blank Yes Founder Workers Increase production and work 
for local, social production 
facility  

Repack No surplus yet 
(Repack, 2022)  

Unknown Unknown Unknown 

BinFree Breakeven Founder Consumers Increase awareness about the 
CE through improving the 
website and services; show 
connection between nature 
and people’s well-being  

Po-dzielnia Yes Founders Workers Organise team events, increase 
social connectedness workers  

Ateliere 
Fara 
Frontiere 

Yes Workers (Vulnerable) 
workers 

Social benefits for vulnerable 
employees, providing external 
services such as social and 
professional counselling  

Baterkaren Yes 
(Baterkaren, 
2021) 

Unknown  Unknown Reinvest in main mission: 
increasing accessibility of the 
CE for the general public 
(Baterkaren, 2021) 

Note. Actors are partly based on literature from Gui (1991). Archival data sources: (Baterkaren, 2021; Repack, 

2022; Staramaki profile, n.d.), Interviews (R5, R8, R10, R12, R14, R16, R18, R19; R21; R23) 
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Another way through which SEs utilized economic surplus for environmental and social impact was by 

building their economic business model around their social mission without compromising the social 

mission (R16). This is in line with the earned income school of thought, which is mostly rooted in the 

American non-profit sector, and in some European policies (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). Here, SEs are 

viewed as entities that trade for social goals. The interviews revealed that the circular SEs aim to find 

ways of building their economic business model around their social objectives, e.g. through 

consultancy or educational services (R5, R16, R18). For example, Mercato Circolare traded consultancy 

services for corporations and municipalities to offer education through their application to people for 

free (reaching their social objectives) (Mercato Circolare, 2020a), illustrated the following:  

 
[“There is no trade-off between the two objectives, the social one, or the environmental one and economic. Our 

mission is to spread our myth about a new wave concept of the economy of this society and environment and we 

do that through education and consulting. So if we sell training and consultancy, we get money, but also doing 

training and consulting, we reach our social mission to spread our myth. So they are very linked together.” 

(Interview 18)] 

 

Another example is the community reuse centre Baterkaren, an entrepreneurial non-profit that 

actively aimed to generate income when a new job request was received by the SE (R13). The SE built 

new streams of income around the new job request, offering a good working place: “When there is 

somebody coming to me and telling me I want to work with you and I like the idea, and I do what I can 

to get the money” (Interview 13). Moreover, Baterkaren adopted an adaptive approach by adjusting 

the job role according to the needs and personality of the person (also affecting good working 

conditions, section 4.3.). Nevertheless, the respondent Baterkaren expressed difficulties regarding 

financial sustainability and building these streams of income (R13). Other respondents of other SEs 

also mentioned these difficulties, often related to country-dependent social enterprise policies and 

subsidies (R10, R14). For example, the SEs in Greece and Romania expressed difficulties to thrive in 

their national context due to the lack of social enterprise policies and subsidies (R10, R14). 

Lastly, social cooperative Commown specifically chose a product-service system for long-

lasting products to maintain the environmental objectives and economic objectives (Commown, n.d.-

b; R21). In particular, using design for durability can lead to the risk of lost revenue streams due to 

lower demand in the future (R21). Therefore, Commown used the opportunity to build a more fitting 

business model to maintain economic sustainability. Opting for a cooperative structure also helps to 

safeguard its environmental and social goals, since product-service systems in capitalist structures can 

potentially lead to consumer exploitation (Commown, n.d.-b).  

Another way how SEs utilized their economic surplus for social and environmental surplus was 

by engaging in collaborations only with virtuous companies. The SEs chose their partners according to 

their social aim (R12, R20). In particular, one social cooperative and one social business were found to 

end negotiations with companies who possibly use the SEs services for green or social washing. For 

example, Reware, a social cooperative, is dependent on collaboration with other companies. 

Companies can donate computers that Reware refurbishes and sells, and 20% of the sale value goes 

to a non-profit organization of the company’s choice for CSR purposes (European Circular Economy 

Stakeholder Platform, n.d.-a). As such, Reware did not collaborate with companies who may use 

Reware’s service for green or social washing: “We tried as much as possible to avoid greenwashing or 

social washing, for example, we've been contacted by the [name company], and we decided to stop 

the negotiation with them because they have too many problems." (Interview 12). Another respondent 

mentioned there is a trade-off of working with for example large companies in the fashion industry 
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that are known for harmful working conditions or other social issues (R20). The mission of Repack is 

to increase reusable packaging, mainly in the e-commerce industry, to encourage circularity in the 

business sector (Repack, n.d.). Therefore, Repack had a trade-off between collaborating with these 

large companies to increase circularity within these companies or not collaborating as these 

companies possibly harm the social good (thus not increasing circularity). Therefore, repack decided 

to cease the collaboration with companies who did not want to work accordingly to their service and 

risk greenwashing: 

 
[“For example, it happens sometimes that the company were not willing to do the work to make sure that like 

repack would work, like you know, the communication. And basically, it sounded to us that they just wanted to do 

greenwashing. It's something we don't want to go with, so we just tell them? Well, this is how it works. If you don't 

want it to work like that, that's it.” (Interview 20)] 

 

4.2. The embodiment of an accessible CE  
As mentioned in the theoretical framework, the accessibility of the CE for marginalised groups is a 

social issue related to distributive justice due to possible e.g. financial inaccessibility, behavioural 

inaccessibility or technological inaccessibility of the CE. The circular SEs aimed to solve this social issue 

by actively embodying accessibility of the CE in their SE. In this way, the SEs addressed distributive 

justice in the CE and aimed for everyone to benefit equally from their circular practice and the CE. 

 

Explicit integration of accessibility of circular products/services in the social mission. The explicit 

integration of accessibility of CE in the social mission can increase the accessibility of the CE for 

everyone. One way through which the circular SEs aimed to integrate accessibility into the social 

mission was by adjusting the business model to increase the convenience for people to participate in 

their circular practice. Increasing the convenience of the business model reduced barriers to 

participation and possible forms of behavioural inaccessibility (R6, R7, R16, R20). Moreover, 

convenience also increased motivation to participate for consumers in the circular practice in general 

(R6, R7, R17). For example, social business Repack aimed provides reusable packaging for e-commerce 

companies, which consumers can use and return using mailboxes (Repack, n.d.). Repack, therefore, 

increased convenience and physical accessibility as it did not require physical resources to participate, 

illustrated as the following:  

 
[“And at least this was a program we did like in Finland, and it really allowed people who live like, you know, like 

far in Lapland and just for like, places where you don't have a shop nearby or you don't have a car or it's just difficult 

to just go activate to the store, to participate in these circular programs.” (Interview 20)] 

 

Moreover, convenience to increase accessibility to the CE was provided by BinFree, an entrepreneurial 

non-profit, through the provision of a door-to-door recycling service for consumers. BinFree provided 

a service where consumers can hand in their recyclable bottles and bring them away. In return, 

consumers got information related to the CE and discounts to sustainable shops (BinFree, 2021). 

Hereby, BinFree increased convenience for consumers to participate and increased access to 

knowledge and financial accessibility (R5).  

Another example of increasing convenience is entrepreneurial non-profit Po-dzielnia, which 

aimed to exclude all forms of bureaucracy for participation, e.g. not asking for IDs or other documents: 

"And they don't have to register anywhere, right? They don't have to give their data, they don't have 
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to show their ID. It's like open source. I mean, it's totally not engaging them in any formal way 

whatsoever." (interview 16). This also addressed recognitional justice as barriers to participation for 

vulnerable groups such as refugees are removed. Lastly, social cooperative Staramaki aims to reduce 

plastic waste by providing biodegradable straws (Staramaki, n.d.). They increased convenience for the 

consumer by offering a single-use circular product, not requiring the behavioural change needed from 

the consumer for reusable straws (R11).  

Another way through which the circular SEs actively integrated accessibility into the social 

mission was by defining the social mission in a manner that ensures the integration of accessibility of 

the CE. Their social mission was thus specified to make the CE accessible to everyone. In specific, 

financial accessibility was often included in the social mission by offering free or affordable circular 

products or services to remove all financial barriers (R5, R7, R16, R17, R18, R20).  For example, BEES, 

which is a social cooperative supermarket, increased financial accessibility to poorer, marginalised 

groups by asking less for membership fees (Bees Coop, n.d.-b). Moreover, they offered free 

membership and provided a wallet to use in the shop for about twenty unemployed people (R24). 

Moreover, Po-dzielnia offered a free sharing shop where consumers have access to free products, e.g. 

second-hand clothing (PO:DZIELNIA, 2021). In this way, they provided marginalised groups access to 

the circular strategy reuse. Another example is BinFree, which offered a free minimalist training, and 

increased financial access to information about circular strategy reduce and the CE in general (BinFree, 

2021). Correspondingly, the SEs thus aimed to support social inclusion by not having to be wealthy to 

participate (also addressing recognitional justice): “... the important aspect is that they can use the 

fashion, second-hand fashion, completely for free, without having any excuses that being ecological 

means being wealthy, means you have to have lots of money to be eco-friendly.” (Interview 16) 

Moreover, some SEs specifically aimed to reinvest their economic surplus in increasing 

financial access to the CE (see Table 5). For example, social consumer cooperative BEES mentions on 

its website that they aim “... To build up a fair price policy: the most accessible price to all consumers 

while paying properly the producer for his work.” (Bees Coop, n.d.-b). Correspondingly, Bees 

reinvested their surplus in lowering their prices; increasing financial accessibility for their 

consumers/members (R24). Another social consumer cooperative (Commown) that provides circular 

electronics (e.,g. Fairphone ) as a service (Commown, n.d.-b) also expressed the aim to lower their 

prices for their consumers/members for future economic surplus (R21). Currently, the prices of 

Commown can be perceived as high for low-income customer segments (Commown, n.d.-b).  

Thus, not all SEs could provide free or affordable products or services. Especially some circular 

SEs selling a circular product were found to have higher prices (R8, R9, R10, R11, R12, R14, R19), thus 

not contributing to financial accessibility. These circular SEs had to compete with linear companies 

that provide similar, cheaper products, as circular production is often more expensive compared to 

linear production (R8, R9). Moreover, linear companies often do not include the costs of their negative 

externalities in the product (Lazăr, 2018), whilst circular SEs aimed to provide a true price. 

Respondents also indicate that SEs currently work in the current, linear and unequal market, where 

different, lower prices are expected (R10, R14); also highlighted by the expert interviews. The higher 

costs of circular production can result in financial inaccessibility: “But it's definitely a bit more, because 

to run that business, you need resources that are much more expensive. So maybe not all social 

category classes would have access them." (Interview 14).  

Consequently, the interviews and archival data highlighted the existence of a trade-off for 

these circular SEs between different social and environmental objectives. Respondents mentioned 

that if they lowered the prices, the social objectives of the SE would suffer (R8, R9, R19). For example, 
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by having to distribute work to a country with lower wages at a production facility conflicting with the 

working conditions the SE aims for (R19), or providing a lower quality product decreasing the promise 

of a long-lasting design (R8). Therefore, circular SEs had to choose between, for instance, lower prices 

for consumers or fair living wages for employees.  

The cooperative structure also increased accessibility when consumers were included as 

members, e.g. in multi-stakeholder or consumer cooperatives. A respondent from the multi-

stakeholder social cooperative Commown, which provides a product service system, indicated how 

their horizontal governance structure increases accessibility (R21). When consumers would rent from 

a non-cooperative, they are more subject to potential price increases; risking to become exploited as 

consumers. Whilst, as a member of a cooperative, consumers had an equal say; increasing consumer 

power. Consumers as members of the cooperative could thus assert their rights to ensure that the 

prices of the service remained financially accessible.  

 

Adoption of technological accessibility in the business model. Some respondents mentioned the use of 

technology as a strategy to increase technological accessibility to the CE (R5, R18). One way through 

which technology increased access to the CE was by providing an online application. For example, 

archival data emphasised that Mercato Circolare aims to disseminate the CE concept through its online 

application and activities to make the CE more accessible (European Circular Economy Stakeholder 

Platform, n.d.-d). The application connects users and organisations incorporating CE principles and 

provides several services for both the users and organisations (Mercato Circolare, 2020b). For 

example, Mercato Circolare allows users to discover the CE, news related to the CE or buy products, 

thus increasing access to the CE through their business model (Mercato Circolare, 2020b). The use of 

technology was indicated by the circular SE to help to reach more people, also considering that the 

application is free of charge and easy to download and use (R18).  

The use of technology could however limit accessibility for everyone due to the digital divide, 

and certain marginalised groups could have less access to technology. For example, one respondent 

of Mercato Circolare indicated the inaccessibility of the application for visually impaired people. To 

resolve this issue, as shown in table 5, a respondent of Mercato Circolare mentioned that they aim to 

reinvest their future economic surplus in the accessibility of its application for marginalised groups 

(e.g. for the inclusion of blind people) to increase access to CE information: "The idea is to little by little 

have money to reinvest, for the application, to make it more accessible … we need to go in that 

direction, and also offer more free projects to the community.” (Interview 18). Moreover, Mercato 

Circolare provided offline workshops to address the digital divide (Mercato Circolare, 2020b). Other 

respondents also indicated the use of offline channels to address the digital divide, explained further 

in the strategy access to information about CE. 

Another way through which SEs adopted technological accessibility of the CE was by 

addressing the digital divide through the CBM of the SEs (R12, R14, R15, R20). For example, Ateliere 

Fara Frontiere with their workshop Educlick refurbished computers and donated these to schools in 

rural areas: “And concerning the computers and laptops, we donate them to schools to the most 

vulnerable schools in Romania. This started with the pandemics actually we realised there was a big 

need for supplying such infrastructure to schools." (Interview 15). In this way, they provided computers 

to people who cannot afford them normally. Additionally, the respondent mentioned they provide a 

small community discussion at the school to teach the children about the CE and its importance (R15). 

Social cooperative Reware also refurbished computers and resold these to address the digital divide 

(Reware, n.d.). Moreover, Reware spread free software to increase access to software (R12).  
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Provision of (circular) capabilities to socially excluded groups The circular SEs provided (circular) 

capabilities to socially excluded groups to create access to skills and knowledge in the CE. In this way, 

SEs assured accessibility and equal benefits from their circular practices and in some cases the CE in 

general.  

One way through which the circular SEs aimed to provide (circular) capabilities to socially 

excluded groups is through the creation of access to circular jobs, life opportunities and basic needs, 

which is in line with SEs capabilities literature (Tanekenov et al., 2018; Weaver, 2020). Access to 

circular jobs, life opportunities and basic needs was provided in several ways, namely by job creation 

for marginalised groups, the provision of basic needs to vulnerable employees and the provision of 

basic needs to vulnerable consumers. 

In particular, the interviews revealed that the SEs aimed to provide life opportunities through 

access to a job, and providing financial stability (R9). In some cases, job creation was integral to their 

social mission (R8, R9, R10, R11, R14, R15, R19). For example, Ateliere Fara Frontiere provides a two-

year work integration program (Ateliere Fara Frontiere, 2022), illustrated in their social mission as the 

following: "… the main mission of the organisation is to a social professional integration of vulnerable 

people. So it means we deal specifically with insertion services on the labour market, on the 

conventional labour market." (Interview 14). When the circular SEs themselves could not create 

circular jobs for vulnerable groups, they distributed their production to a social workplace to 

contribute indirectly to job creation for vulnerable groups (R19). For example,  social business About 

Blank distributed their production to a social work facility, as mentioned on their website: "About 

Blanks products are made in a social employment facility, where people with a disability or poor job 

prospects can get a job and through this participate in society. We want to make products that 

stimulate personal stories and development, also for our co-workers.” (About Blanks, n.d.-b). The latter 

was also pursued by another social business; namely Repack (European Circular Economy Stakeholder 

Platform, n.d.-c). 

Furthermore, the respondents revealed that the circular SEs aim for systematic change by also 

providing basic needs such as food, social housing, and clothing for vulnerable groups (R8, R10, R13, 

R15); giving people the opportunity to build up their lives. Social business Ecowings for example 

provided food packages to their vulnerable employees from their economic surplus. Another example 

is the social cooperative Staramaki, which worked with the refugee community, and aimed to provide 

ethical labour, but also the rent for social housing in the future, explained the following: 

 
[“So Staramaki is one of these notions, we've started this with five people, one of them being from the refugee 

community, the main idea was to be able to create a product in an ethical way and an environmentally safe way 

that could have a share in the market that could create enough [] that its good itself, provide for the rent for the 

social housing. We are still of course at a very early stage, we did manage to provide labour, ethical labour for poor 

people.” (Interview 10)] 

 

Entrepreneurial non-profit Po-dzielnia also aimed to provide basic needs to its consumers. They 

achieved this through their CBM and social mission. In particular, Po-Dzielnia is a free shop that 

provides circular, reused products for free (PO:DZIELNIA, 2021). The volunteer of Po-dzielnia explained 

the provision of basic needs as the following: "I noticed that there are a lot of poor people, people in 

need. It was winter. So there were a lot of men looking for warm clothes and textiles are always 

welcome, and, you know, warm blankets and stuff like that. And, of course, this is a place for them." 

(interview 17). If the circular SEs were not able to provide these basic needs themselves, the circular 
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SEs collaborated with NGOs to provide basic and aim for systematic change, especially in the case of 

the entrepreneurial non-profit type. For example, the SEs collaborated with NGOs by offering work to 

vulnerable groups that were referred to them by the NGOs while the NGOs provided the basic needs 

(R15). 

Another way through which SEs provided (circular) capabilities to vulnerable groups was by 

providing social and professional skills for their vulnerable employees (R8, R9, R14, R15), both 

addressing distributive and recognitional justice. The skills the vulnerable employees learned varied 

from social skills, such as how to interact in a work environment to professional skills such as how to 

upcycle waste to a bag. Gaining social and professional skills empowered the employees and could 

lead to integration into the conventional labour market. For example, Ateliere Fara Frontiere, an 

entrepreneurial non-profit and work integration social enterprise, states on its website to aim to 

achieve this through the two-year program: "The social and professional independence program lasts 

two years, being divided into several stages, and at the end of this course our beneficiaries find support 

in securing a job on the conventional labour market or in social enterprises.” (Ateliere Fara Frontiere, 

2022). Particularly, Ateliere Fara Frontiere aimed to reinvest their economic surplus to increase the 

social benefits for their employees (R14). Respondents mentioned several ways through which the 

employees learn social and professional skills. For example, interaction with clients and having 

potential conflict taught the employees how to deal with contact. Another example was the 

understanding of how the social interaction with other colleagues, team leaders, etc. should look like: 

“…and to understand how does the relation with I don't know colleague looks like, how does the 

relationship with the boss and the team leader looks like” (interview 15).  

This is in line with capabilities literature regarding SEs; revealing the provision of social and 

professional skills through employment training (Weaver, 2020). However, the circular SEs provided 

circular skills as well (R9).  In this way, the circular SEs provided the circular capabilities needed for 

vulnerable employees to participate in the CE and later on benefit from the CE. For example, the 

vulnerable employees of Ecowings learned how to upcycle old rubber tires to bags and other products 

(Ecowings, 2022). In this sense, circular craftsmanship is taught to the vulnerable employees, 

illustrated as the following: 

 
[“And then we started hiring women near around the rural areas. And we started giving them training you know, 

one by one, step by step, we were guiding them, we were giving training to you know, cut the rubber markings, 

understanding the right kind of dimensions, how to develop the patterns, how do you know, stick to different 

materials properly. So, how do you use the basic tools and technologies which we acquired.” (Interview 9)] 

 

Access to information about the CE. The interviews and archival data revealed that the circular SEs 

increased access to CE information (distributive justice). Besides addressing distributive justice, access 

to CE information also strengthened the ability of people to indirectly participate in decision-making 

processes as it allowed people to be more informed on the CE (procedural justice). 

One way through which multiple entrepreneurial non-profits and one social business 

increased access to information was by providing free and accessible education about the CE to the 

general public (R5, R6, R7, R11, R13, R16, R17, R18). The circular SEs adopted an educational role, 

which is in line with academic literature acknowledging the educational services SEs may provide 

(Borzaga et al., 2014), which views the SEs as potential providers of education (Goodwin Brown et al., 

2020). The circular SEs specifically aimed to empower consumers and raise awareness about conscious 

decisions, teaching the R-imperatives and how they apply to daily life (R5). For example, Po-dzielnia 
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writes on their website: “Our mission is not only to extend the lifecycle of consumer goods and help 

those in need, but also to teach people to use what they already have instead of buying everything 

brand-new.” By educating people on the CE and its importance, the circular SEs increased access to 

information about the CE. Moreover, the interviews revealed that the circular SEs provided free forms 

of education about the CE for their consumers to be financially accessible (R5, R6, R16, R18).  

The respondents also specified using different forms of educational services to increase 

accessibility adjusted to the needs of people. The following forms of education were mentioned: 

theatre, community discussions, workshops, swap events, public lectures, take and bring markets and 

public lectures (R5, R7, R9, R13, R15, R16, R18). Entrepreneurial non-profits were especially observed 

to provide different types of educational services adjusted accordingly to the needs of people, 

embracing their differences. One example is the entrepreneurial non-profit and community reuse 

centre Baterkaren (Baterkaren, 2022), which specifically adopted an adaptive, accessible approach 

and provided a different range of services to provide accessible education for everyone (e.g. swap 

events, public lectures, etc.): 

 
[“And we are also aware that people are different, anybody. It's okay, not to be perfect. So, that's why we have so 

many programs for many projects, and we have like a vast range of services, because we want to give as many 

people as many possibilities to start and to start new habits and why we are doing it like this.” (Interview 13)] 

 

Moreover, social business Mercato Circolare, as mentioned before, aims for the dissemination of the 

CE concept, and provides theatre and workshops as forms of education for their consumers to attract 

the general public (Mercato Circolare, n.d.-b). Lastly, one social cooperative mentioned the 

educational role they uptake through their social media  (R11), however, the social cooperatives were 

not found to provide other forms of educational services and thus access to free and accessible 

education.  

Another way through which circular SEs provide access to CE was by using easy language/tools 

to make the CE understandable to the general public (R13, R18). For example, the entrepreneurial 

non-profit Baterkaren used easy, understandable terms instead of academic, difficult concepts: “And 

in the meantime, we are talking about this problem, but we are trying to describe it in an understanding 

and not so alarmist way." (Interview 13). By not using alarming, difficult words, they aimed to engage 

more people in the conversation about the CE and climate change.  

Next to easy language, other tools were used by the SEs to make the CE understandable such 

as infographics, or videos, increasing (online) access to information on the CE.  Mercato Circolare 

specifically visualised concepts, or academic papers, to make the CE more accessible to the general 

public (R18_. These infographics were also provided for free to increase financial accessibility. One 

respondent illustrated this as the following: 

 
[“We decided to offer some new format a new video, we work a lot with infographic and graphic … And we use a 

lot of graphs to spread in an easy way a difficult paper, a difficult concept. And we do that for free.” (Interview 18)] 

 

Moreover, archival data revealed the usage of graphics or other visualizations to explain the CE and/or 

the circular mission of the SEs on the social media/websites of the SEs. The SEs and their use of 

infographics/visualisations on social media and/or on their website are shown in Table 6. Seven out of 

twelve SEs provided visuals or infographics to inform their followers about the CE, either related to 

the impact of their circular product or service or understanding of the CE itself. On the websites, six 
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out of twelve SEs provided visualizations of the CE and infographics. Only three SEs were found to not 

include infographics/visualisations on either their social media or their website.  

 

Table 6.  

All the SEs, the type of SE and whether they use infographics related to the CE, indicated with a dot.   
Type of 
SE 

Use of 
infographics/visualisations on 
social media 

Use of 
infographics/visualisations on 
websites 

Commown SC •  
 

Bees SC 
  

Staramaki SC •  •  

Reware SC 
  

Ecowings SB 
 

•  

Mercato Circolare SB •  •  

About Blank SB 
  

Repack SB •  •  

BinFree ENP •  •  

Po-dzielnia ENP 
 

•  

Ateliere Fara 

Frontiere 

ENP •  •  

Baterkaren ENP •  
 

Note. The following abbreviations are used: SC (Social Cooperative), SB (Social Business) and ENP 

(Entrepreneurial Non-Profit). Insights retrieved from archival data: (About Blanks, n.d.-a; About Blanks, n.d.-b; 

Ateliere Fara Frontiere, 2022; Ateliere Fara Frontiere, n.d.; Baterkaren, 2022; Bees coop, n.d.-a; Bees coop, 

n.d.-b; BinFree, 2021; BinFree - recycling services; n.d. Commown, n.d.-a; Commown, n.d.-b; Ecowings, 2022; 

Ecowings, n.d.; Mercato Circolare, n.d.-a; Mercato Circolare, n.d.-b; PO:DZIELNIA, 2021; Po-dzielnia, n.d.; 

Repack, n.d.; Repack - the end of trash, n.d.; Reware, n.d.; Società Cooperative Reware, n.d.; Staramaki, n.d.; 

Staramaki SCE, n.d.; Udržateľne s Jankou, n.d.) 

  

Another way through which SEs provided access to CE information was by providing offline 

information channels. The digital divide highlights that some vulnerable groups do not have or have 

less access to the internet (Esteban-Navarro et al., 2020). Therefore, these groups cannot access the 

online infographics or online information about the CE. Some circular SEs aimed to solve this issue by 

using offline information channels, also highlighted by the expert interviews (R2, R4, R13). For 

example, entrepreneurial non-profit Baterkaren illustrated the use of offline information channels the 

following: "We are like doing intentionally. It is maybe a weird example, but we are trying to think of 

it like now we were forced to change the system how we are providing this humanitarian aid and we 

use email, but we're also aware that not everyone has an email, so they also can come in.” (Interview 

13). Another indirect example of the provision of offline information channels related to the social 

embeddedness of the SE (section 4.5.). Reware refurbished computers in a physical production facility 

in Italy (Reware, n.d.). Here, their community could come by to ask technology-related questions:  
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[“Because we know that our work is not only technical, but is also relational activities. Because, we have, for 

example, a lot of elderly here in Italy that have really weak knowledge of technology and they come in to ask to 

write a name or to check something on the web. And we do provide these kinds of services as a normal activity 

inside. So we are, of course, aware about accessibility to these kind of things that we consider as being naturally 

granted inside what we are doing. It's a part of it.”] (Interview 12) 

 

4.3. Participatory governance 

The participatory governance of SEs allowed the involvement of all employees, stakeholders or 

members to be involved in decisions that evolved around them, and the assurance of good working 

conditions within the SE (procedural justice). Employees, stakeholders or members were namely able 

to shape rules and norms and address possible issues related to working conditions. 

 

Democratization of decision-making. The interviews and archival data emphasised how SEs 

democratize decision-making processes, which aligns with the participatory governance feature of SEs 

(Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). In this way, the circular SEs strengthened the stakeholders' position in 

decision-making processes and enhance the participatory governance of SEs. 

One way through which democratization of decision-making was achieved, was by involving 

all employees or stakeholders in decisions that evolve around them (R9, R11, R15, R16, R17, R19, R20, 

R21, R23, R24). Stakeholders in production facilities were, for example, included in the decisions 

related to production processes (R9, R19), for example in the case of social business About Blank. 

Respondents of Staramaki and Mercato Circolare even indicated the involvement of the common good 

and society as stakeholders in decision-making processes (R11, R18). Therefore, while making their 

decisions, they also considered the environment and society as stakeholders to take into 

consideration: "All our decisions, our roles, we always make our decisions, taking into consideration 

the people, who are us, and the common good, the social, good, the environmental good, etc.” 

(Interview 11). These circular SEs thus showed their commitment to involving everyone affected by 

their decision, adopting a holistic worldview and aiming for systematic change. 

The involvement in decision-making ideas also accelerated positive outcomes for the SE 

themselves, as it led to generating good ideas: "And we also discovered that there are some good 

decisions which are like ideas, which are then generated by those people who are very close to how 

the free shop is, you know, working." (Interview 16). In particular, these employees and volunteers 

were often more connected to the community and had therefore more knowledge of what the needs 

of the community were (section 4.5.) (R16). 

Even though SEs thus involved employees and stakeholders in their decision-making 

processes, some respondents still indicated room for improvement. For instance, in one SE the 

structure to involve vulnerable employees of the work integration program in general meetings was 

once per two months, while the respondent indicated the involvement of their vulnerable employees 

could be more frequent (R15). Moreover, multiple respondents of entrepreneurial non-profits and 

social businesses mentioned the involvement of employees in daily decisions, but not in more 

significant decisions related to e.g. finance (R16). These were for example made by the co-founders 

(R16).  

Contradictory, social cooperatives were found to make daily decisions with their core team, 

but involved most stakeholders in more important decisions (which stakeholders are dependent on 

the type of social cooperative), for example through assemblies (R11, R24). This is the case as 
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cooperatives include all their members in decision-making processes -  each cooperative member has 

a say and a vote (“A 1st CO-OPERATIVE SUPERMARKET IN BRUSSELS.,” 2016). For example, Bees  is a 

consumer cooperative, and therefore included all consumers in the more significant decisions: "We 

discuss big decisions like we have different levels of decisions. Some operational decisions can be 

discussed together just with employees ... And the bigger decisions have to be discussed in the general 

assembly." (Interview 24). Another example is social cooperative is Commown, which is a multi-

stakeholder cooperative that thus involves multiple stakeholders in their more significant decisions 

(Commown, n.d.-b). Consumers could become members of the cooperative but did not necessarily 

have to be a member to participate in their circular practice. Therefore, the consumers who were not 

members did not necessarily have an active say in the decision-making processes.  These empirical 

findings are in line with social cooperative literature revealing the aim for democratic governance 

(Defourny et al., 2021). Moreover, it emphasises the decision-making power of members without 

needing to have capital ownership (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). Lastly, Reware is a worker cooperative 

that adopted the cooperative structure from the 18th century; working on a consensus-built concept. 

Decisions were therefore only made if all members agree, explained the following: 

 
[ “We work on the decision model based on the consensus process, which is which means not the majority, so no 

minority and majority votes. But we all discuss things and if we are not all together, we do not agree all, we do not 

take the decision.” (Interview 12).] 

  

Another way through which the circular SEs democratized decision-making processes was by including 

an ethical flow of information so that anyone could make their decision informed (R10, R11, R13, R21, 

R24). In this way, SEs aimed to include everyone in the decision and increase the ability to make the 

right decision: "... in our case, what we found out is that there must be an ethical flow of information. 

So in order for people to be able to get the right decisions, they must be properly informed.” (Interview 

10). Correspondingly SEs could contribute to access to ethical decision-making.  

Specifically, in social cooperatives, the ethical flow of information was emphasised and several 

tools were used to achieve this (R10, R11, R21, R23, R24). For example, Staramaki highlighted having 

difficulties providing this ethical flow of information, as they were working with the refugee 

population. This resulted in Staramaki having to provide information in four different languages. 

Through a Facebook tool, the SE eventually managed to provide all information in different languages 

(R10, R11). Another example of a tool to provide an ethical flow of information, was the provision of  

a small presentation at every general assembly to inform all members by Bees, illustrated as the 

following:  

 
[“Even for the decisions we take in the general assembly, we present, we have a small presentation before. So they 

can understand why we do it, what it implies for them and the shop. And after that, we have time for clarifications, 

feedback time, questions before we vote. Everybody can be part of the decision and I think it gives the best outcomes 

for everybody. So I think it's really one of the best aspects of the cooperative organisation.” (Interview 24)]  

 

Not all social cooperatives interviewed managed to provide an ethical flow of information accessible 

in multiple languages. For example, one social cooperative only provided its general assembly in one 

language, resulting in some members being unable to participate (R22). 

The social business and entrepreneurial non-profit were not observed to specifically provide 

this ethical flow of information, however, the respondents of these types of SEs did highlight the 

importance of transparency (R5, R13, R17, R20). For example, one respondent of an entrepreneurial 
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non-profit highlighted the aim for transparency of their financial situation to consumers and 

employees, to increase trust (R13). Transparency was however not mentioned related to decision-

making processes by the social business type and entrepreneurial non-profit type.  

Lastly, the circular SEs included feedback systems, both formal and non-formal, for 

stakeholders to democratise decision-making processes. Therefore, the SEs strived to constantly 

improve, for example in their social mission (R5, R8, R12, R15, R18, R20). The feedback of stakeholders 

also required flexibility of the SE (R5, R8). Sometimes, it was necessary to evolve quickly when 

stakeholders indicated that the business model was not aligning with their social mission, or that they 

were not satisfied with the social mission in general, revealing the dynamic capabilities of the SEs. By 

receiving feedback, SEs could adjust accordingly to enhance e.g. their social mission or CBM. For 

example, one respondent of Reware explained how they have non-formal involvement of NGOs. By 

collaborating with NGOs such as Greenpeace, they enhanced their environmental objectives (R12). 

Moreover, by receiving feedback from their stakeholders, BinFree aimed to create a mutual benefit 

(co-creation), explained the following: "Regarding the recycling service, we have asked for quite a lot 

of feedback from the clients regarding the cost, logistics etc., as we were experimenting to find the 

most suitable solution for them and cost-effective for us” (Interview 5).  

The feedback systems of the circular SEs differed from having non-formal conversations with 

stakeholders, regular meetings or questionnaires. The latter was seen by one respondent as biased, 

as the stakeholders involved in these questionaries were often close friends of theirs or the 

organisation, explained as follows: 

 
[“We are also in the process of building our annual social report, we also have a questionnaire we're collecting for 

us. But it's not done in the right way in my opinion, because it's not statistically representative. Usually, people that 

answer to this are friends of us or organisation we are working with in this moment and so on. So it's not done like 

how statistical collection data should be really done.” Interview 12] 

 

Lastly, the general assemblies of social cooperatives could also function as feedback systems for 

stakeholders. Here, members and stakeholders could more easily express concerns. Moreover, 

members had the power to vote for a change of leadership when the members were unsatisfied with 

the leaders (R21). This particularly encouraged democratic governance within social cooperatives as 

feedback from their members needed to be actively incorporated to avoid the risk of change of 

leadership.  

 

Actualisation of good working conditions for employees The circular SEs ensured good working 

conditions for their employees (procedural justice). The interviews and archival data emphasised that 

SEs often view it as their responsibility to actualise good working conditions for their employees (R8, 

R20, R23). Some respondents also mentioned the laws imposed in their countries requesting these 

good working conditions (R13, R19).  

The SEs actualised good working conditions for their employees by measuring and providing 

fair living wages (R9, R10, R12, R19). As mentioned in the theoretical framework, the provision of fair 

living wages is integral to good working conditions (Mair et al., 2019). The provision of fair living wages 

was established in several forms. For example, social business Ecowings provided fair living wages and 

measured the living wage for their employees accordingly to their skillsets:  
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[“And the impact … which is coming into their life, number one is the amount of money they are earning over the 

period from [SE name], because we give them a good wage, dependent upon their learning skills and their skill set.” 

(Interview 9)] 

 

Social cooperatives were found to have different strategies for measuring and providing fair living 

wages. For example, social cooperative Staramaki used the GINI index to measure and provide fair 

living wages, which measures the inequality in incomes, for example between two positions (R10). 

Staramaki also publishes its Gini index, which increases the transparency of the provision of fair living 

wages (Staramaki Profile, n.d.). Reware even provided equal, fair wages to all employees, considering 

no differences between skills, functions, etc. This also related to their social cooperative structure of 

the 18th century, explained the following: “… each worker is a partner, we have no external workers, 

each biped is a worker, we have no volunteer or support people, we are the people doing the things, 

everybody is paid the same wage, whatever is the activity.” (Interview 12).  

For some entrepreneurial non-profits, the provision of fair living wages was not applicable, as 

they were either working mostly with volunteers, not able to offer payment due to struggles with 

financial sustainability  (R5, R16). Furthermore, two social businesses outsourced their production and 

therefore did not have sight on the provision of fair living wages (and other factors influencing working 

conditions) (R19, R20). The latter is, by About Blank, solved by outsourcing to local production sites 

(localisation)(R19). In this way, the SE was able to keep sight of the production site and control good 

working conditions and fair living wages. Another social business, Repack, however, did not localise 

production and therefore expressed difficulties with keeping an eye on good working conditions as 

their production site was located in Asia:  

 
[“But this is something we really want to bring back to Europe, because although we do trust our partner in Asia, 

it's still very hard to just trust. Like just trust people you actually never met. And because of course, like as you know, 

there has been like, well older, like controversies and stuff happening in China right now. It's really hard. Like, can 

we actually trust this partner or not? It's hard.” (Interview 20)] 

 

Another way through which SEs actualised good working conditions was by creating a healthy, safe 

work environment, both mentally and physically (R8, R11, R12, R13, R15, R19, R20), which is also a 

requirement for good working conditions found in the literature (Mies & Gold, 2021). The mentally 

and physically healthy environment was created by the SEs in several ways. For example, some 

respondents of social cooperatives and social businesses mentioned the importance of listening to the 

needs of the employees (R12, R13, R20, R24). For example, respondents from Reware and Repack 

mentioned that many employees are parents who need more free time (R12, R20). Therefore, these 

SEs adopted a flexible work approach providing the employees with their needs to create a mentally 

healthy work environment. Consequently, the respondent from Repack emphasised the importance 

of this flexible approach: “... that actually work is not a fully different world. It's part of your life, and 

it's just should be a balance. It's really understood that we're human beings. We're not just work 

machines.” (Interview 12). Moreover, Reware mentioned that especially the cooperative model 

reinforces the good intangible benefits derived from the flexible approach, due to the existence of the 

horizontal hierarchy in the cooperative:  

 
[“I think that the cooperative model is really good, not only for the people inside the cooperative when it works, 

because here we have a lot of really good intangible benefits, like, there is no boss, there is no pressure. We have a 

kind of organization that is easily adaptable to our daily lives.” (Interview 12)] 
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Next to their flexible approach, SEs also created the feeling of being part of a community for 

employees, further explained in section 4.5. This community feeling also enhanced the creation of a 

safe space, as it helped employees to seek support from other employees while dealing with certain 

issues, indicated by an employee of Staramaki: “So, you know, we're very happy and energized. 

Sometimes we feel a bit insecure, and so on. But being part of the community, being part of the group, 

it's always something that helps to deal with those issues.” (Interview 11). 

Another example of how circular SEs created a safe and healthy environment was the 

provision of personal and professional counselling for all employees by the entrepreneurial non-profit 

Ateliere Fara Frontiere (R14, R15). By providing personal and professional counselling, employees 

were able to go with their issues to the councillor and receive help: “Oh, yeah, they have a councillor 

available, let's say 24/7 for them. that councillor especially has his or her office, near the place where 

they work” (Interview 15). Furthermore, a safe work environment was created by Ecowings by 

providing decent and safe equipment. Ecowings produced a circular product through upcycling old 

rubber tires, and their production process was labour-intensive (R9). Therefore, they provided their 

employees with decent and safe equipment to create a physically safe environment; for example by 

providing mouth masks (R9).  

Some SEs ensured the endurance of the creation of a healthy and safe environment by 

monitoring the health and well-being of the employees (R11, R19). For example, Staramaki monitored 

the air condition the employees work in, ensuring it was safe to work: “And of course, the good 

conditions when it comes to [lighting] conditions and air conditions in environmental work should be 

the right ones, and everyone should be happy with what they're doing. This is maybe also where we 

have the best efficiency.” (Interview 11). This respondent also mentioned that Staramaki uses KPIs to 

monitor production and work safety (R11).  

Lastly, the SEs provided training and education for employees to actualise good working 

conditions, also aligning with the good working conditions requirements retrieved from CE literature 

(Mies & Gold, 2021), This allowed employees to gain skills and knowledge in the CE, overlapping with 

the strategy provision of (circular) capabilities to socially excluded groups described in section 4.2. The 

provision of education and training was found in both the entrepreneurial non-profit and social 

business types. For example, Ateliere Fara Frontiere provided training to their employees to increase 

their ability to work with the materials and learn about circular production: “Yes, basically, the training 

is, is on field here. They learn how to use different materials, they develop competences as well, like 

basic, competences…” (interview 14). Ateliere Fara Frontiere also taught vulnerable employees 1) how 

to act in a workplace to gain professional skills (section 4.2.) (R14), 2) the repetitive tasks of the CE 

(R15), and 3) how to work with certain software (R15). Furthermore, Ecowings specifically provided 

training to employees related to handcraftsmanship skills, which enhanced safety at the production 

facility (R9).  

 

4.4. Drive for social inclusion 

The interviews and archival data revealed a drive for social inclusion of SEs. The SEs actively aimed to 

be socially inclusive, increasing the ability to participate regardless of having to assimilate to dominant, 

cultural norms (recognitional justice). 

 

Empowerment of socially excluded groups. Circular SEs empowered socially excluded groups. In 

particular, the circular SEs aimed to strengthen socially excluded groups emotionally and personally 
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to increase their power to participate in circular practices and the CE in general. Through this, the 

circular SEs aimed to include everyone regardless of gender, belief, ethnicity, or disability (everyone 

who does not assimilate to the dominant cultural norm) in their circular practice.  

The first way through which specifically social cooperatives empowered socially excluded 

groups was by creating a feeling of ownership. The social cooperatives provided a chance to be part 

of the social cooperatives, to ‘own’ the cooperative (R11). The social cooperatives provided the 

opportunity to become a member to e.g. consumers, producers or other stakeholders dependent on 

the type of cooperative. The members gained the power to participate actively by retrieving a share 

and say in decision-making processes (section 4.3.), increasing the feeling of ownership:  

 
[“And now, I have my own company. So a lot of different things. I think it's a great possibility. I mean, social economy has 

great capacity, to empower people, and to give opportunity to people to own their life, own their job and, you know, own 

their life, own themselves, in a way.” (Interview 11)] 

 

This feeling of ownership can thus empower members of the cooperative, which is in line with 

literature related to empowerment and cooperatives. In particular, consumer ownership in consumer 

cooperatives is highlighted as having a high potential for consumer empowerment (Talonen et al., 

2016). It can however be questionable to what extent socially excluded groups were involved in the 

feeling of ownership in these social cooperatives, as respondents from the social cooperatives also 

mentioned the lack of knowledge amongst often socially excluded groups (R24). As a solution, bees 

hired someone designated to inclusivity and accessibility to their supermarket to resolve this 

knowledge gap (R24). 

A second way through which all types of SEs empowered socially excluded groups is by 

increasing confidence and independency (R5, R8, R9, R16, R17). This feeling was created by the SEs in 

two ways, through their involvement in decision-making processes and by the provision of training 

and education. The involvement in decision-making processes created the feeling of being heard and 

a feeling of responsibility and gave the employees/volunteers from socially excluded groups the power 

to use their voice; increasing confidence. For example, at Po-dzielnia, they actively involved their 

volunteers from socially excluded groups in decision-making processes related to daily decisions, and 

allowed their volunteers to use their voice, creating the feeling of purpose, explained the following:  

 
[“And sometimes I see that some people, it's the first time for them that anyone listens to them. Like really. 

Sometimes they do feel insecure to speak out loud in a group of 20 people because they're not listened to by their 

families, for example, or by their employer. I think that gives them also the feeling of purpose.” (Interview 16] 

 

Moreover, the interviews revealed how participating in a circular SE, through the provision of 

education and training, also increased confidence amongst employees coming from socially excluded 

groups (R8, R9, R19). In particular, through the provision of education and training, employees learned 

new skill sets and knowledge (section 4.2.), which led to the empowerment of these employees. For 

example, in the case of Ecowings, their employees are vulnerable women from the area around the 

production facility in India (Ecowings, 2022). The provision of circular capabilities and craftsmanship 

(section 4.2.) specifically led to increased confidence of these vulnerable women, explained the 

following: 

 
[“In terms of fences, and the amount of confidence she's gaining out of the entire activity of craftsmanship, learning 

new things, observing. It's next level of you know, incarnation, I would say. They are taking a new world, you know, 
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so they bring smiles on their faces and it makes them feel a lot of pleasure from inside that they have done 

something. Yeah, it's a joy of craftsmanship.” (Interview 9)] 

 

This also led to an increased feeling of independence of the employees (R8, R9, R14), increasing the 

possibility for work integration in the labour market. For example, Ateliere Fara Frontiere specifically 

aimed for increasing independence for their employees from socially excluded groups: “And well, for 

them working in the sector allows them to become more autonomous and we integrate into the job 

market, in the social life.” (Interview 14). Moreover, increased independence led to the empowerment 

of vulnerable groups. For example, in the case of Ecowings, it empowered vulnerable women to 

become caretakers of their families, increasing financial security (Ecowings, 2022). Moreover, learning 

skill sets related to the CE increased independence, and prepared vulnerable employees for possible 

future, circular jobs: “So, that journey made them self-dependent, making them a good learner, good 

observer, sharpening their observation getting the level of skill set, which is required to craft a 

product." (Interview 9)  

 

Realisation of an inclusive environment. The circular SEs realised an inclusive environment, revealing 

their drive for social inclusion. The inclusive environment manifested in the creation of an 

environment where everyone was able to participate, regardless of having to assimilate to dominant 

cultural norms, addressing recognitional justice. 

One way through which SEs realised an inclusive environment was by creating a space for 

everyone, using no focus group and not requiring people to conform to dominant cultural norms (R5, 

R8, R13, R15, R16, R17, R18, R20, R24). By using no focus groups, the SEs aimed to create a space for 

everyone as consumers/participants in their circular product/service. Baterkaren, for instance, 

specifically built their social enterprise around being an ecosystem for everyone: “We are a social 

enterprise and we are trying to build something like an ecosystem where anybody can say anything for 

themselves. In the sense like we are not focused on one focus group.” (Interview 13). Baterkaren and 

BinFree viewed the use of no focus groups as important due to climate change affecting everyone (R5, 

R13). Therefore, these entrepreneurial non-profits aimed not to exclude people in their 

product/service, for example by including everyone in their educational services by ensuring financial 

accessibility and understandability of CE information (connected to section 4.2.). Lastly, for Mercato 

Circolare social inclusion was integral to their social mission:  “For our mission and vision, there are no 

exclusion or barriers of any kind” (Interview 18). Therefore, everyone was able to participate in the 

circular services of Mercato Circolare.  

However, respondents also mentioned difficulties pursuing this strategy. For example, the 

higher prices for some circular products, discussed in section 4.2., resulted in being less inclusive for 

marginalised groups. One of the social businesses especially selected a focus group that catered more 

to a middle/high-income customer segment (R19), and thus did not incorporate the sub-strategy of 

using no focus group. Another respondent of Mercato Circolare also revealed how they can create 

social exclusion, even though their aim is to create an inclusive space (R18). Here, Mercato Circolare 

revealed their dynamic capabilities to adjust quickly to overcome these forms of social exclusions: 

“The idea, the intention is to not create the barrier and exclusion, but probably in some way we do it, 

we need to say excuse and try to go back there and try to develop new strategies to evolve.” (Interview 

18). The latter is in line with literature related to dynamic capabilities and social enterprises (Ince & 

Hahn, 2020).  
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Another way through which SEs created an inclusive environment was by using inclusive 

language. In this manner, SEs embodied representation through language, e.g. by including all 

genders, or text for blind people. For example, entrepreneurial non-profit Baterkaren specifically used 

inclusive language in their communication: “And it's part of our communication, we try to be as much 

as inclusive and we use a language, not only like for gender, but also for people and such.” (Interview 

13). Moreover, in the case of entrepreneurial non-profit BinFree, inclusive language manifested in 

including text for visually impaired people to increase the ability to participate in the circular SE for 

this group, e.g. in online content: “Because if you're blind, you cannot read the text in the picture. So I 

write it in the description. So there's no content lost…” (Interview 5). Contradictory, Social business 

Mercato Circolare mentioned the lack of inclusive language for visually impaired people in their 

circular application. The social business was however aware of this issue and did aim to be inclusive 

for visually impaired people in the future when they have the financial resources to achieve this:  

 
[“Actually, we would like to improve it because a friend of mine that is blind, she told me that there are some new 

applications that can fit also, can work for the blind people. Our application doesn't yet. So we are not really 

accessible for everyone. And I found that remark very interesting. And we need money to develop. But we would 

like to work in that direction.” (Interview 18)] 

 

Another example of using inclusive language represented a country-specific context, namely Repack, 

as they operated in Finland. The Finnish language does not include gender (R20). It was thus not a 

specific strategy of the circular SE, nevertheless, the respondent of the Repack expressed the 

advantages of the exclusion of gender in the language during her application procedure. In fact, 

gender-exclusive language reinforced Repack's inclusive environment, as gender was not considered 

in the first place. 

Lastly, Mercato Circolare aimed to use inclusive language by using theatre and art, which they 

viewed as a universal language: “And it's a very universal language that can put everybody in the same, 

no difference anymore. It's just play and playing, we can all understand.” (Interview 18). Specifically, 

the use of theatre and art increased inclusivity intergenerationally seen, as it made it easier for youth 

to participate in the circular practice. 

The last way through which SEs aimed to create an inclusive environment was by creating 

opportunities for everyone, regardless of having to assimilate to dominant cultural norms (e.g. related 

to gender, beliefs, and ethnicity). For example, social cooperative Staramaki specifically created equal 

opportunities for men and women: “We're also trying to reduce inequalities when it comes to work 

environment, so we're trying to give equal opportunities to men and women” (Interview 11). Staramaki 

substantiates this aim by publishing a gender balance report where they show the representation of 

gender in their SE (Staramaki Profile, n.d.). Moreover, social business Ecowings operated in India, 

where there are differences and tensions between two beliefs, namely the Islam and Hinduism (R8). 

One respondent of Ecowings mentioned how they did not differentiate between these two groups 

and provided opportunities to individuals from both beliefs as employees (R8). Specifically, Ecowings 

provided opportunities to vulnerable women from rural areas (Ecowings, 2022). Another example 

related to the entrepreneurial non-profit Ateliere Fara Frontiere, which provided opportunities to “... 

people who cumulate multiple difficulties in employment (long-term employment, disability, school 

abandonment, domestic violence, human trafficking, custodial sentences, deprivation of housing, 

etc.)” (Voican, 2021). This reveals the diversity in employment difficulties for people Ateliere Fara 



 

 

45 
 

Frontiere aims to tackle. Particularly, Ateliere Fara Frontiere, as shown in Table 5, reinvested its 

economic surplus to create more opportunities as employees for these vulnerable groups.  

One respondent of social cooperative Reware also mentioned difficulties pursuing this 

strategy. This SE specifically experienced difficulties finding people from other backgrounds, gender, 

beliefs etc., as they operated in the technology sector: “… but it's really difficult to find people. People 

from minority also have less access to technology training.” (Interview 12). Consequently, the 

respondent mentioned that Reware is aware of white male dominance in this sector and is actively 

looking for people who do not assimilate to that dominant, cultural norm.  

Opportunities as consumers were also provided for people who did not assimilate to dominant 

cultural norms. The latter was achieved by providing free/affordable circular products and services 

through the business models of the SEs (section 4.2.). Consumers, therefore, did not have to be 

wealthy to be able to participate. An example was the entrepreneurial non-profit Po-dzielnia, which 

offered a free shop where everyone, regardless of e.g. poverty, can participate in the CE (PO:DZIELNIA, 

2021). 

Subsequently, creating opportunities and increasing the ability to participate as both 

consumer or employee for marginalised groups also increased the visibility of these groups, explained 

as the following: “And we just ignore them because they're a minority, and they're not visible. So why 

not helping them to be more visible and actually distribute the wealth among them?” (Interview 5).  

 

4.5. Social embeddedness 

The interviews and document analyses emphasised the social embeddedness of the circular SEs. Social 

embeddedness of the SEs increased community engagement, which is in line with prior SE literature 

(Verver et al., 2021). Through community engagement in the local community, SEs particularly eased 

the ability to participate regardless of having to assimilate to dominant cultural norms (recognitional 

justice).  

 

Community engagement. Community engagement relates to improving the community feeling within 

the SE, and embedding the SE in the local community; increasing social networks in the community of 

the circular SE. By engaging the community the social embeddedness of the SEs could thus also 

increase.  

The first way through which the circular SEs engaged their community was by providing free 

activities for their actors (employees, consumers, members), increasing social connectedness amongst 

their actors (R5, R13, R16, R17, R24). By providing these activities, the SEs increased the community 

feeling and social connectedness. In particular, the need for social connectedness could attract people 

who do not assimilate to dominant cultural norms to the circular SE, e.g. in Po-dzielnia, illustrated the 

following: “Sometimes it's just you know, the social aspect, which is dominating like they are retired, 

and they feel lonely, because the children, they don't visit them.” (Interview 16). Moreover, Bees 

provided free activities, e.g. visits to bakeries, to improve social networks and thus social 

connectedness amongst its members. Moreover, providing free activities allowed for participation 

without the need for financial resources (R24).  

A second way through which SEs addressed community engagement was by providing a 

physical place for their employees, consumers and/or members, for example, entrepreneurial non-

profit Baterkaren with their community centre (Baterkaren, 2021). The SEs provided a physical social 

space for their community to socialise. For example, the free shop of Po-dzielnia also functioned as a 
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place for social interaction, illustrated the following: “They just want to come and talk about 

themselves, weather or whatever. So it's all about social interaction, regular social interaction for them 

for sure.” (Interview 17). In particular, all circular SEs with a physical place had the potential to enrich 

the community feeling within their SE: “They somehow feel like a part of this community, which is 

visiting us.” (Interview 16). BinFree created an online, “physical” space where they provided a 

minimalist training (BinFree, 2021). In this online sphere, a community was built where people could 

freely share their personal stories (R7), also increasing social connectedness and the community 

feeling. 

A third way through which circular SEs engaged their community was by embedding their SE 

in the local community (R5, R11, R13, R16, R23, R24). By embedding the SE in the local community, 

multiple respondents indicated to both benefit the community and benefit from the community. For 

example, in the case of Bees, local embeddedness increased the number of members from the local 

community participating in the circular SE (R23), leading to increasing social impact. Another example 

of an advantage of being embedded in the community is mentioned by Baterkaren, as the community 

helped Baterkaren survive during the pandemic and thus times of crisis (R13).  

The SEs embedded their SE in the community in several manners. For example, Bees actively 

went to people in their local community and showed what the SE offers, explained as the following: 

“You have to go to the people you have to speak with them, you have to offer things and become 

friends with them and then they will come and we just started this.” (Interview 23). Bees specifically 

designated one person to accomplish  this. Moreover, the entrepreneurial non-profit Po-dzielnia 

embedded the SE in the local community through their employees. These employees were often closer 

to the community and know the neighbourhood: “You know, they know the neighbourhood, they know 

the people, they know the needs…” (Interview 16). Correspondingly, being embedded in the local 

community increased the knowledge of the needs of the people, which led to increasing the social 

impact of the SE. 

Moreover, one circular SE emerged as a response to the needs of the local community. This 

was the case for social cooperative Staramaki. The area Staramaki operated in an area with a rural 

depopulation issue, and Staramaki developed its business model as a response to this issue, creating 

economic opportunities in the region (European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform, n.d.-b). For 

example, Staramaki stimulated the local economy by paying local farmers for their agricultural by-

product, the wheat stems, from which they produced sustainable straws.  
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5. Discussion 
In this section, the notable results of the research are discussed. Here, insights into the employed 

strategies by the circular SEs to foster a socially just CE are highlighted. Afterwards, the differences 

between the different types of SE in the employed strategies are explained. Secondly, the limitations 

of the research and suggestions for future research are discussed. 

 

5.1. Notable results of the research 
This research identifies five overarching features of the circular SEs that can foster (the transition 

towards) a socially just CE. These five features are the surplus reconceptualisation, the embodiment 

of an accessible CE, participatory governance, the drive for social and circular inclusion and social 

embeddedness. The notable findings related to these features and the related strategies are 

discussed in the following sections 

5.1.1. The holistic and non-capitalist approach of the circular SEs 

The empirical findings of this study reveal that the circular SEs take up a holistic approach and address 

all three dimensions of environmental justice simultaneously. In current research and CE frameworks, 

not all three dimensions of environmental justice are addressed (Capgemini Research Institute, 2021; 

Mies & Gold, 2021; Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020; Schroeder et al., 2019; Schröder et al., 2020). However, 

addressing all these dimensions is needed to foster a socially just (transition towards the) CE. This 

highlights the potential of the holistic approach of circular SEs to foster a socially just CE. The circular 

SEs adopt a holistic approach through the employed strategies manifesting in their main features, 

shown in figure 5. The holistic approach is an important finding for the transition towards a socially 

just CE as it particularly reveals the potential for the successful integration of all three dimensions of 

environmental justice in the CE concept. Moreover, it reveals an opportunity for other 

organisations/businesses to also foster a socially just CE. These organisations can move away from 

their current status quo and adopt the holistic approach of the circular SEs to foster a socially just CE. 

In particular, organisations can achieve this by adopting the features of the circular SEs found in the 

empirical findings (see figure 5). The latter reveals an avenue for future research, which could focus 

on the ability of other organisations to adopt these features in their current business structure to 

foster a socially just (transition towards the) CE.  

Moreover, this thesis reveals that a socially just CE can exist in some sort of capitalistic 

structure, if the capitalistic values are reshaped in a manner that economic surplus does not equal 

economic growth at the expense of the environment and society, but is utilized to address 

environmental justice. The circular SEs move away from capitalist views on profit and address the 

need identified by Jaeger-Erben et al. (2021) to reshape capitalistic values for the CE to achieve the 

integration of the social dimension within the CE. In particular, the circular SEs adopt a non-capitalist 

approach through their reconceptualisation of economic surplus. The economic surplus of the circular 

SEs is not realised to pursue economic growth but is utilized to improve the manner through which 

the circular SEs address the three dimensions of environmental justice. The SEs can for example 

address potential distributive injustices by increasing access to CE information, or potential 

recognitional injustices by increasing social inclusion of their circular practice.  Prior SE literature also 

highlights the utilization of economic surplus for the social mission of SEs (Borzaga & Tortia, 2009; Gui, 

1991; Mair & Marti, 2006; Păunescu & Evans, 2018), and this research, therefore. complements SE 
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literature by highlighting the utilization of economic surplus of the circular SEs in environmental 

justice.  

 

Figure 5.  

The features of the circular SEs and which of the three dimensions of environmental justice they 

address.  

 
 

5.1.2 Circular SEs as catalysers for an accessible CE 

A notable finding relates to the embodiment of an accessible CE within the SEs. Accessibility of the CE 

is identified in the theoretical framework as a social issue related to distributive justice, and is 

therefore important to address to foster a socially just transition towards the CE. The circular SEs 

particularly reduce forms of inaccessibility related to finance, technology, behaviour and knowledge. 

There are four strategies through which the circular SEs embody an accessible CE: 1) inclusion of access 

to CE information, 2) explicit integration of accessibility of circular products/services in social mission, 

3) adoption of technological accessibility in their business model and 4) provision of (circular) 

capabilities to socially excluded groups.  

First, the circular SEs embody access to CE information to increase accessibility to the CE 

knowledge-wise. Knowledge barriers can affect the participation of different stakeholders in the CE 

(Camacho-Otero et al., 2018). The circular SEs can specifically adopt an educational role to address 

these knowledge barriers, which can increase access to the CE (distributive justice). For example, in 

line with prior work integration literature (Marhuenda, 2009), circular SEs can provide education 

related to the CE to their vulnerable employees. Moreover, the circular SEs can provide circular 

educational services for citizens, in line with prior SE literature (Borzaga et al., 2020; Evers & Laville, 

2004).  

This research complements prior literature by pointing out that circular SEs adopt an adaptive 

and accessible approach to CE education to increase access to CE information. For example, the SEs 

can provide a broad variety of educational services to be attentive to the needs of the people. This 

allows the circular SEs to address a broad public, improving the accessibility of the CE concept for the 

general public. Moreover, the circular SEs can adopt an accessible approach by simplifying the CE 

concept to improve the understandability of the CE for the general public, e.g. by using easy language. 

Besides addressing distributive justice, the adaptive and accessible approach to education can also 

address recognitional justice as it can promote social inclusion, allowing everyone to participate 

regardless of dominant cultural norms. This insight is relevant for the transition towards a socially just 
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CE as it reveals the potential of the adaptive and accessible approach to CE education to address 

multiple dimensions of environmental justice.  

Second, the empirical findings highlight that the circular SEs adopt accessibility of the CE in 

their social mission to address distributive justice, which is in line with prior literature on SEs (Campbell 

& Sacchetti, 2014; Ciambotti, 2020). The circular SEs integrate either financial accessibility and/or 

behavioural accessibility in their social mission. Circular SEs can increase financial accessibility through 

the provision of free/affordable circular products or services. The CBM innovation type can thus play 

a role in achieving financial accessibility. CBM innovation types collaborative consumption and sharing 

platform, identified by Henry et al. (2020), can for example provide free/affordable circular products 

or services as it can accelerate shared ownership, possibly reducing product prices. Contradictory, for 

circular SEs incorporating the CBM innovation category core technology, providing a circular product, 

a trade-off between different social and/or environmental objectives can arise. For example, for some 

circular SEs, a trade-off exists between the provision of financial accessibility for consumers 

(distributive justice) or the provision of good working conditions for the employees (procedural 

justice). This reveals a relevant insight concerning the transition towards a socially just CE as it 

highlights the potential role of the adopted CBM innovation category of the circular SEs in the ability 

to address all dimensions of environmental justice holistically. Future research could therefore look 

into the effect of the adopted CBM innovation categories on a potential trade-off between the three 

dimensions of environmental justice.  

Moreover, the empirical findings highlight the role of convenience in the CBM of the circular 

SEs to address behavioural accessibility and thus distributive justice. Particularly, the SEs aim to reduce 

behavioural barriers to participation, which is in line with CBM literature revealing the importance of 

accessibility and consumer acceptance and willingness to participate in the CE (Bocken et al., 2022; 

Borrello et al., 2020). Therefore, by increasing the convenience of the SE’s CBM, the circular SEs can 

boost consumer acceptance and their willingness to participate in their circular practice. The reduction 

of behavioural barriers to participation can also increase the ability for people to participate regardless 

of having to assimilate to dominant cultural norms (recognitional justice). This reveals the potential of 

the adoption of convenience in the CBM by the circular SEs to address multiple dimensions of 

environmental justice.  

Third, some circular SEs were found to adopt technology to provide a circular product/service 

accessible to a broad public, increasing technological accessibility (distributive justice). As mentioned 

in the theoretical framework (section 2.2.3.), digitalization can accelerate servitisation (Grahna, 2022; 

Ng, 2022), however, does also increase the risk for distributive injustices due to the digital divide 

(Esteban-Navarro et al., 2020). Therefore, some circular SEs adopted technology in their business 

model to tackle the digital divide by refurbishing digital products and redistributing these to 

marginalised groups. Moreover, some circular SEs used offline communication channels for vulnerable 

groups susceptible to the digital divide. This reveals the potential of the usage of circular strategies to 

address distributive injustices. In particular, it indicates the potential of the CE to serve as a solution 

to address environmental justice, if properly applied. 

Fourth, the empirical findings reveal how circular SEs provide circular capabilities to 

marginalised groups to increase the accessibility of the CE, in line with prior literature emphasising the 

provision of capabilities by SEs to either employees or consumers (Tanekenov et al., 2018; Weaver, 

2020). This research adds to prior literature by indicating the potential of circular SEs to especially 

provide circular capabilities to employees and consumers in two manners. First, the provision of a 

circular job to vulnerable employees results in empowering employees from marginalised groups 
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through education and training and gaining circular skills. In this manner, the employees are able to 

participate in circular SEs and have access to the CE; conceivably preparing them for a circular future. 

Second, capabilities such as basic needs are provided through the CBM’s of the SEs, e.g. through CBM 

innovation type collaborative consumption. This CBM innovation namely allows to share assets within 

communities (Henry et al., 2020), and increases access to basic needs, highlighting the potential for 

organisations to use certain CBM innovation types to address environmental injustices. This is a 

relevant insight for the transition towards a socially just CE as it reveals the potential of the adopted 

CBM’s to also address the provision of capabilities in the form of basic needs to people, addressing 

both distributive and recognitional justice. 

 

5.1.3. The role of the participatory governance of SEs in the CE 

A notable finding relates to the active pursuit of a participatory governance of the circular SEs, in line 

with prior SE literature (Borzaga et al., 2008; Defourny & Nyssens, 2012; Păunescu & Evans, 2018). 

Participatory governance is essential for the transition towards a socially just CE as it can facilitate a 

wider understanding of societal issues, particularly allowing the society to express their opinions and 

advocate for good decisions (Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020). The participatory governance of the circular 

SEs allows their stakeholders to participate in decisions that affect them.  

Circular SEs particularly include both in-formal and formal involvement of stakeholders 

through feedback processes, in line with prior SE literature (Argyrou et al., 2017), to remain focused 

on both the social and ecological objectives. Moreover, circular SEs have the ability to take the 

environment and society into account as stakeholders. This highlights the holistic approach of the 

circular SEs, as procedural justice in the circular SEs also relates to the environment and society. This 

insight is particularly important for the transition towards a socially just CE as it demonstrates the 

potential for stakeholders to address environmental injustices within circular SEs. Moreover, it 

emphasises the role of participatory governance in the transition towards a socially just CE identified 

by Padilla-Rivera et al. (2020).  

Participatory governance also relates to the provision of good working conditions for the 

employees of the circular SEs. In the current transition towards the CE the working conditions in CE 

practices are rarely addressed (Corvellec et al., 2022; Schröder et al., 2020), while both the CE and the 

SEs can provide labour-intensive work. The latter emphasises the need for good working conditions 

(Akingbola & Brunt, 2022; Goodwin Brown et al., 2020). The empirical findings reveal that the circular 

SEs mainly provide good working conditions by creating a healthy and safe work environment, 

providing training and education, the provision of decent equipment and providing fair living wages; 

which are identified in the theoretical framework as good working conditions indicators (Mair et al., 

2019; Mies & Gold, 2021). For example, the circular SEs address these indicators by including 

measurement and control mechanisms to foster working conditions. Moreover, in the case of 

outsourced production, localisation of the production can be beneficial for circular SEs as it increases 

the ability to control the working conditions of the production facility. This specifically reveals that the 

localisation of production for organisations, besides the environmental benefits (Williams, 2019), can 

also benefit working conditions in CE practices due to possible control mechanisms.  

Another striking finding relates to the working conditions is that the circular SEs specifically 

adopt a flexible role approach to ensure a good working environment, while Akingbola and Brunt 

(2022) highlight that the labour-intensive environment results in little flexibility for the employees. 

The research of Akingbola and Brunt (2022) relates to the social and solidarity economy (SSE) and also 
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includes other entities/organisations besides SEs in their definition. This research, therefore, 

complements the research of Akingbola and Brunt (2022) by revealing the differences between social 

enterprises and particularly other entities, related to working conditions in the CE. Future research 

could conduct a comparative case study to look into the differences between the different entities 

and their ability to address good working conditions in the CE.  

 

5.1.4. The drive for social, circular inclusion of circular SEs 

Another notable finding relates to the drive for social, circular inclusion of marginalised groups of the 

circular SEs. This is relevant for the transition towards a socially just CE as in current CE frameworks, 

social inclusion is partly addressed (Mies & Gold, 2021; Moreau et al., 2017), and does not include 

recognitional justice, e.g. for gender or ethnic minorities (Mies & Gold, 2021; Pla-Julián & Guevara, 

2019; Schroeder et al., 2019; Schröder et al., 2020). The circular SEs can address recognitional justice 

through their drive for social, circular inclusion. This is in line with prior SE literature revealing the 

drive for social inclusion for SEs either in the context of vulnerable consumers (Wilton & Evans, 2016). 

or in the context of work integration of socially excluded groups (Buhariwala et al., 2015; Marhuenda, 

2009; Vidal, 2005). The drive for social, circular inclusion is particularly important for the transition 

towards a socially just CE as it increases the ability for people to participate regardless of having to 

conform to dominant cultural norms (recognitional justice). 

The circular SEs adopt an inclusive environment within their circular practice to address their 

drive for social, circular inclusion. This research complements prior literature by highlighting the 

manners through which the circular SEs adopt an inclusive environment. First, circular SEs use inclusive 

language and/or use no focus groups to ensure an inclusive environment. For example, the use of no 

focus groups can manifest in the provision of affordable/free circular products or services, increasing 

the ability for people to participate without having to be wealthy. However, in some circular SEs 

difficulties may arise for using no focus group. These circular SEs specifically provide circular products 

and may provide relatively products compared to linear companies. Therefore, these circular SEs can 

be less inclusive for low-income consumer segments and may have to include focus groups. 

The application of the CE on a linear economic system can thus lead to difficulties in social 

inclusion and poses the need for either consumer behaviour change or support from e.g. 

governmental actors for successful implementation of a socially just CE. Future research may examine 

the ability of organisations adopting CBM’s that provide circular products to be financially inclusive. 

In addition, it could explore the possible role governmental actors can play in fostering a socially just 

transition towards the CE.  

Moreover, the circular SEs can empower socially excluded groups through participation in 

their circular practice to address the drive for social, circular inclusion. The empirical findings indicated 

the role of participation in decision-making processes to empower vulnerable employees, which is 

also highlighted in previous research (Del Gesso & Romagnoli, 2020; Finlayson & Roy, 2019; Haugh & 

Talwar, 2016; Pareja-Cano et al., 2020). Moreover, in line with prior literature (Pareja-Cano et al., 

2020; Tanekenov et al., 2018), participation in the circular SEs for vulnerable employees can improve 

personal empowerment through increasing confidence and independence. This research specifically 

adds on prior literature by revealing the potential of participating in a circular practice to empower 

vulnerable groups. The circular SEs can provide circular skills and CE education to their vulnerable 

employees. This can prepare these employees for a circular, sustainable future and enhance their 

ability to participate in the CE.  
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5.1.5. Social embeddedness of circular SEs 

A notable finding relates to the social embeddedness of the circular SEs through local community 

engagement. Social embeddedness SEs can increase the ability to participate in the circular practice 

regardless of having to assimilate to dominant cultural norms. The social embeddedness can thus be 

essential in the transition towards a socially just CE as it addresses recognitional justice. The social 

embeddedness of the circular SEs relates to the strong connections to their local community through 

community engagement, in line with prior SE literature (Chen, 2018). The circular SEs achieve this by 

increasing social connectedness amongst their stakeholders and enhancing social networks, which is 

also emphasized in prior SE literature (Barraket, 2013; Chui et al., 2019; Gordon et al., 2018; 

Henderson et al., 2020).  

Moreover, social embeddedness can, in combination with the strategy inclusion of access to 

information about the CE, improve the widespread adoption of the CE concept by the general public 

as it increases the ability to participate for the local community. This emphasises the relation between 

recognitional justice and distributive justice. The CE can thus be less accessible if recognitional 

injustices occur and not everyone is included, which is in line with prior environmental justice 

literature (Suiseeya & Kimberly, 2016). This highlights the need to address all dimensions of 

environmental justice simultaneously to foster the transition towards a socially just CE. 

Another notable finding relates to the responsiveness of the circular SEs to the needs and 

social issues of the local community through social embeddedness, in line with prior literature (Verver 

et al., 2021). The circular SEs explicitly respond to the needs of the community by incorporating a CBM, 

benefiting the local community and the environment. Furthermore, the circular SEs can respond to 

the need for economic opportunities in their local community, for example by using the residual by-

product of other organisations through external collaboration and ensuring an economic trade, and/or 

by providing employment opportunities for the local community.  

  

5.1.6. Differences between the types of SEs  
This research complements the research by Defourny and Nyssens (2017), and looks into the 

differences across the three different types of SEs and the employed strategies to foster a transition 

to a socially just CE. The differences found between the three types are mostly related to the following 

circular SEs features: participatory governance, the embodiment of accessible CE and the drive for 

social, circular inclusion.  

The first notable finding relates to the participatory governance of the circular SEs. All types 

of SEs share a common goal of participatory governance, however, differ in the way this is achieved. 

These differences relate to the strategy democratization of decision-making processes. 

Entrepreneurial non-profits and social businesses mostly involve stakeholders in daily decisions and 

not in more significant decisions (e.g. related to finance), whereas social cooperatives involve 

stakeholders mostly in important decisions and less in daily decisions. Social cooperatives involve their 

stakeholders in important decisions through their one-member, one-vote principle, emphasising their 

particular strive for the democratization of their decision-making processes highlighted by prior 

literature (Defourny & Nyssens, 2013; Defourny & Nyssens, 2017; Reyes & Harnecker, 2013). The type 

of stakeholders involved as members is dependent on the type of social cooperative, which can affect 

the number of stakeholders involved in the decision-making processes. Nevertheless, the stakeholders 

of social cooperatives, compared to the other types of SEs, are still more involved in significant 
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decisions. In addition, social cooperatives provide an ethical flow of information to increase the ability 

of their members to make their own, fair decisions. The social cooperatives thus specifically accelerate 

procedural justice through the provision of fair decision-making processes. 

The second notable finding relates to the embodiment of an accessible CE and the strategy 

explicit integration of accessibility of circular products/services within the social mission of the 

different types of SEs. All social enterprises share the aim to embody an accessible CE. However, some 

differences are found in the manner through which the circular SE types address the embodiment of 

an accessible CE feature. The first difference found relates to specifically consumer/multi-stakeholder 

social cooperatives. A consumer cooperative providing a product-service system can increase the 

accessibility of the CE for consumers. The consumer- or multi-stakeholder cooperative structure 

namely allows consumers to become members, and have an active say in the decision-making 

processes. The consumers are therefore less subject to price fluctuations and price exploitation and 

increasing financial accessibility (distributive justice). Contradictory, the empirical findings also reveal 

that the social cooperative model can be less accessible due to knowledge barriers related to the 

cooperative structure. This reveals an opportunity for social cooperatives to increase the spread of 

knowledge related to social cooperatives to increase their accessibility. Second, the circular SEs built 

their economic business model around their social objectives, in line with the earned income school 

of thought (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012). Particularly the entrepreneurial non-profit and social business 

type can increase financial accessibility to the general public by trading services to corporations or 

municipalities to offer their circular, educational services to the people for free. This can be explained 

by the explicit educational role these two SE types can pursue, explained as part of the third notable 

finding.  

The third notable finding relates to the embodiment of an accessible CE and the strategy 

inclusion of access to information about the CE. The empirical findings emphasise the common goal of 

mostly the entrepreneurial non-profit type and social business type to adopt an educational role to 

improve the spread of the CE concept among the general public. The social cooperative can also 

improve access to CE information, however, not specifically through providing educational services. 

The social business type increases accessibility to information about the CE by integrating access to CE 

education into their social mission. The entrepreneurial non-profit type adopts an educational role in 

general, particularly through the provision of a broad variety of educational services to embrace the 

differences of people and be accessible to everyone. The latter can be explained by the 

entrepreneurial non-profit type acting more toward the general interest (Defourny et al., 2021). The 

educational role can thus be inherent to this SE type. A notable finding relates to the CBM innovation 

category employed by the entrepreneurial non-profits and social businesses that actively take up an 

educational role, which is the category active consumer involvement. This CBM innovation category 

can namely specifically aim for knowledge sharing (Henry et al., 2020). Future research could therefore 

focus on the effect of CBM innovation categories on the educational role the circular SEs adopt. 

The fourth notable finding concerns the distinctive drive for social inclusion, which relates 

both to strategies to empower vulnerable groups and to create an inclusive environment. On the one 

hand, empirical findings emphasise that all types of SEs share the aim to empower vulnerable groups. 

The social cooperatives differed from the other SE types since they also enhance the personal 

empowerment of their members by creating a feeling of ownership, in line with prior cooperative 

literature (Datta & Gailey, 2012; Talonen et al., 2016). The members are namely all owners of the 

social cooperative (Borzaga et al., 2014). The feeling of ownership can result in personal 

empowerment as the members can have their say in the decision-making processes, and have the 
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opportunity to own a SE. Social cooperatives can thus address recognitional justice in another manner 

than the other two types. On the other hand, it is still questionable to what extent social cooperatives 

can attract socially excluded groups due to knowledge barriers. Future research could therefore look 

into the ability of circular social cooperatives to address recognitional justice and the impact of 

knowledge barriers on socially excluded groups. 

 

5.2. Research limitations and suggestions for future research 

The following section outlines a few research limitations and suggestions for future research. The 

research limitations relate to methodological limitations in the case selection phase and the data 

analysis phase. Moreover, two theoretical limitations need to be considered when interpreting the 

findings.  

First, this research aimed for external validity by assuring similarities and differences between 

the case selection; based on country, SE type, CBM strategy and CBM innovation category (section 

3.2.). One methodological limitation relates to the geographic scope and the country sampling, as the 

Netherlands and Italy represent two cases and the other countries represent one case. Nevertheless, 

the research aimed to include multiple countries from West, North, South and East Europe to include 

similarities and differences in the European context. Moreover, the selected cases are emblematic 

examples and often differ in other important factors.  The findings also revealed that the SEs differing 

in national contexts did not differ in the strategies through which they can foster a socially just 

transition towards the CE. The only difference found was that the SEs from Greece and Romania 

indicated difficulties to thrive in their economic context due to lacking social enterprise policies. 

Further research could therefore further investigate these social enterprise policies and their effect 

on the ability of circular social enterprises to pursue their environmental and social objectives.  

Second, another limitation related to the case selection is the CBM innovation category in the 

case of entrepreneurial non-profits. Three out of four entrepreneurial non-profits include the CBM 

innovation category active consumer involvement. This can influence the outcomes of the 

comparative case study, specifically related to the educational role of the entrepreneurial non-profit 

type. The CBM innovation category namely requires the active involvement of the consumer, which 

can require behavioural change and a need for educational purposes for the SEs adopting this 

innovation category. A diversification of CBM innovation categories amongst the entrepreneurial non-

profit was however limited due to data availability and willingness to participate. Moreover, most 

entrepreneurial non-profits found by the researcher were adopting the CBM innovation category 

active involvement, which could be explained by the entrepreneurial non-profit operating more 

towards the general interest and mutual interest of society (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017). The 

entrepreneurial non-profits can thus possibly focus more on consumer engagement and fostering 

knowledge related to the CE in general (Henry et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the research aimed to 

achieve external validity by diversifying the other sampling criteria in the case of the entrepreneurial 

non-profits, therefore differing in country and CBM strategy. To retrieve more knowledge on the 

influence of the CBM innovation category on the implemented strategies to foster a socially just 

(transition towards a) CE, future research can do a comparative case study related to the different 

CBM innovation categories and the implemented strategies. Moreover, future research can replicate 

this study while assuring differences in the CBM innovation categories within the entrepreneurial non-

profits.  
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Third, a methodological limitation relates to the risk of subjective interpretation of the 

researcher during the data analysis phase. Due to resource constraints, one researcher interpreted 

the data collected, while investigator triangulation is emphasized in qualitative research (Weryński & 

Dolińska-Weryńska, 2015). The researcher’s interpretation of the data can affect the formulation of 

the strategies found and the differences found between the three types of SEs through the 

comparative case study. Nevertheless, this research aimed to reduce the risk of subjective 

interpretation, and increase validity, through conducting expert interviews, the abductive research 

design and using the Gioia method. First, the expert interviews validated the theoretical framework 

and improved the interview guide for the case study to increase internal validity (Bogner et al., 2009). 

Moreover, the abductive research design allows revisiting and defamiliarizing the data collected and 

analysed to retrieve new insights that were first overlooked (Tavory & Timmermans, 2012), which 

reduces the risk of subjective data interpretation. Lastly, the Gioia method requires researchers to 

stay close to their data while conducting the analysis. This is enhanced through the open coding that 

allows for information-centric first-order constructs (Gioia et al., 2013). Moreover, these constructs 

and the emerging second-order concepts and third-order aggregate dimensions are shown in figure 

4, in line with the method of Gioia et al. (2013), to increase transparency related to the data analysis 

and data interpretation.  

Fourth, while this research aims to provide a holistic view of a socially just CE, a theoretical 

limitation relates to the possible exclusion of some social issues in this research. This is due to time 

and resource constraints, and the lack of a clearly defined socially just CE in academic literature. 

Including other social issues (distributed amongst the three dimensions of environmental justice) in 

the research can affect the ability of circular SEs to address all social issues. Nevertheless, the findings 

of this research still emphasise the holistic approach of the circular SEs in fostering a socially just CE. 

Future research should look into a socially just CE and further refine and define the socially just CE 

concept. For example, a stakeholder mapping tool can be used to look more into depth into the social 

issues of the CE. Future research can also look into other sustainability-related transitions to enhance 

the definition of a socially just CE, e.g. research related to environmental justice and the energy 

transition (Manjon et al., 2022; Outka, 2012). Lastly, due to the aim for a holistic lens on a socially just 

CE and time constraints, the results did not go into depth related to certain social issues, e.g. related 

to gender. Future research can therefore adopt a more specific approach and retrieve more insights 

related to the strategies pursued by the circular SEs through e.g. a gender lens.  

Fifth, this research adopted a more localized approach, as SEs operate more on a local scale 

(Lin & Kim, 2017). The SEs have the potential for discursive power, and influence policies and political 

discourse (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012), touching upon a national/global level. However, this research 

remained focused on the strategies employed by the SEs to address the social issues in the CE and 

thus the three types of environmental justice, rather than the potential of the circular SEs to influence 

CE policies. Future research can therefore examine the discursive power of circular SEs and the 

potential of circular SEs to influence socially just CE policy-making.  

Moreover, while a local approach can be a starting point for identifying strategies to foster a 

socially just CE, distributive injustices related to the global north and the global south are not 

addressed by the circular SEs. This research, therefore, identifies a research gap, as a socially just 

(transition towards the) CE also requires a global approach to address the environmental injustices 

between the global north and global south. Potentially, future research can look into the 

implementation of the CE concept and distributive justice in the global north and south, and the 

manner through which the social issues can be addressed in the CE on a more global level. 
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Conclusion 
The CE is proposed as a sustainable solution for the current take-make-waste system by reducing, 

reusing, recycling and recovering materials in production and consumption processes (Kirchherr et al., 

2017; Schröder, et al., 2020). However, while the social dimension needs to be integrated to foster a 

socially just transition to the CE (Moreau et al., 2017; Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020), the social dimension 

of sustainability is marginally considered in the CE. SEs can facilitate the integration of the social 

dimension in the CE, as they are entities that prioritise the social dimension, and have the potential to 

shape the institutional environment through their discursive power (Defourny & Nyssens, 2012; Mair 

& Marti, 2006; Soufani et al., 2018). Consequently, this research identified and addressed two research 

gaps. First, the strategies through which SEs can foster a socially just (transition towards the) CE 

remain underexplored. Second, the differences between the three types of SEs and the manner 

through which these address the social issues are not addressed. Therefore, this research aimed to 

address these research gaps by answering the following two research questions: 

 

RQ1: What are the strategies through which SEs foster and can foster (a transition towards) a socially just 

circular economy?  

 

RQ2: Are there any differences in the employed strategies across different models of SEs and, if so, why? 

 

In order to answer these questions, this research studied twelve circular SEs in a comparative case 

study design. The employed strategies of the circular SEs to foster a socially just CE were examined 

and afterwards compared between the three types of SEs. The circular SEs have been found to address 

all three dimensions of environmental justice simultaneously by taking up a holistic approach, 

fostering a socially just CE. The strategies the SEs employ to address environmental justice relate to 

features that manifest in the SEs. First, distributive justice is addressed by the SEs through the 

following two features: surplus reconceptualisation and embodiment of an accessible CE. Second, 

procedural justice is addressed through the participatory governance of the SEs. Third, the SEs address 

recognitional justice through their drive for social inclusion and the social embeddedness of the SEs. 

The strategies that the circular SEs employ related to these features to foster a socially just CE are 

explained below.  

This thesis first argues that circular SEs can take up a non-capitalistic approach to the CE 

through their surplus reconceptualisation. The circular SEs pursue the strategy utilization of economic 

surplus for environmental and social impact to address distributive justice. Moreover, the economic 

surplus of the circular SEs is often reinvested to address environmental justice. For example, the 

circular SEs can, for example, reinvest their economic surplus in the strategies related to the 

embodiment of an accessible CE (distributive justice) or the drive for social, circular inclusion 

(recognitional justice). In this sense, surplus reconceptualisation can enhance the creation of an 

accessible and inclusive CE. Nevertheless, in some cases, the circular SEs have not yet achieved 

economic surplus, which affects the feasibility of the reconceptualisation of surplus. These cases 

however demonstrated their aim to reinvest their future economic surplus in their 

social/environmental objectives. 

Second, this thesis found that circular SEs embody an accessible CE, addressing distributive 

justice. The embodiment of accessibility specifically relates to the circular SEs ability to address 

financial access, behavioural access, technological access and educational access to the CE. The 
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strategies through which the SEs address accessibility of the CE, and thus distributive justice, are 

integrating accessibility CE into the social mission, providing circular capabilities to socially excluded 

groups, adopting technological accessibility and including access to CE information. The explicit 

integration of the accessibility of circular products and services into the social mission can increase 

financial accessibility and behavioural accessibility. In addition, the circular SEs take on an educational 

role to increase access to CE information to increase access to knowledge. Moreover, they adopt an 

adaptive and accessible approach to education. The circular SEs do so by adjusting the type of 

educational service to the needs of the people and using easy language. The CBM’s of the circular SEs 

also have the potential to address distributive injustices, for example closing the digital divide or 

providing access to basic needs through the CBM innovation type collaborative consumption.  

Third, the participatory governance of circular SEs addresses procedural justice, as it gives 

everyone affected by a decision the opportunity to participate in decision-making processes. In 

particular, it enables stakeholders to shape the rules and norms of the SEs. One strategy through which 

the circular SEs address the participatory governance is the democratization of decision-making 

processes. The circular SEs often work with feedback systems that also allow stakeholders to address 

potential environmental injustices in the SEs. This could create a reinforcement system where an 

optimal environmentally just CE practice is emphasised. This thesis also argues that the circular SE 

pursue the strategy of implementing good working conditions for the employees of the circular SEs to 

address procedural justice. One way through which a healthy and safe work environment is achieved 

is the flexible approach of the SEs, as it enables the needs of employees to be met. Moreover, the 

circular SEs actively measure and provide good working conditions for their employees. 

Fourth, this thesis argues that the circular SEs have a drive for social, circular inclusion feature 

that addresses recognitional justice. The circular SEs follow the strategies realisation of an inclusive 

environment and the empowerment of socially excluded groups to reach this drive for social inclusion. 

The creation of an inclusive environment allows people to participate, regardless of having to conform 

to prevailing cultural norms. The circular SEs can create an inclusive environment by not using a focus 

group for their circular product/service and by using inclusive language. Additionally, socially excluded 

groups are empowered through their participation in the circular SEs, as employees, consumers 

and/or members. The circular SEs can particularly empower employees/consumers by preparing them 

for a circular future and giving them a voice in decision-making processes - increasing confidence and 

independence. Therefore, procedural justice can also influence recognitional justice by increasing the 

ability to participate in decision-making processes.  

Fifth, this thesis demonstrates that circular SEs pursue the strategy community engagement 

to increase the social embeddedness of their SE. This reduces barriers to participation for their local 

community in the circular SEs, addressing recognitional justice. The social embeddedness of the SEs 

can potentially increase the spread of the CE concept to the general public, addressing distributive 

justice. This research suggests that not only the local community can benefit from the circular SEs, but 

also the circular SEs can benefit from the community itself e.g. the survival during a crisis.  

 In order to answer RQ2, a comparative case study was conducted, and while all types of SEs 

share similar goals related to their features and pursue similar strategies, some differences were found 

in the manner through which the SE types approach the employed strategies. These differences 

manifest in the following features: participatory governance, the embodiment of an accessible CE and 

the drive for social, circular inclusion. First, the differences in the feature participatory governance 

relate to the extent of democratization of decision-making processes. This thesis argues that the social 

cooperative in particular has a high degree of decision-making power since its members can have a 
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say in the more important decisions. This can be explained by the specific aim for democratic 

governance of the social cooperatives. Nevertheless, the stakeholders involved in these decision-

making processes can be limited to the type of social cooperative, e.g. producer cooperatives do not 

include consumers as members. This suggests that multi-stakeholder cooperatives primarily strive for 

procedural justice as they actively involve multiple stakeholders in their decision-making processes. In 

contrast, the entrepreneurial non-profit and social business type usually keep the important decisions 

internally, e.g. between the founders or the board of directors, and were found to pursue the 

democratization of decision-making processes less effectively compared to the social cooperative 

type.  

This thesis also argues that the three different SEs differ in the embodiment of an accessible 

CE. Entrepreneurial non-profits were particularly found to take up an adaptive and accessible 

approach to CE education for the general public, adjusting the type of education to the diverse needs 

of the people and increasing educational access to the CE. This can be explained by the entrepreneurial 

non-profit type operating more towards the general interest compared to the other two SE types. The 

social business type can also adopt an educational role by specifically integrating this aim into the 

social mission. This type however does not take up the adaptive approach. Furthermore, the results 

suggest that the social cooperative structure that pursues a product service system can increase 

financial accessibility due to consumer power when consumers are included as members. This relates 

to the specific aim for democratic governance of the SEs. Knowledge barriers to the social cooperative 

structure, however, need to be considered related to the accessibility to the circular practice, as it can 

affect the ability to participate in the circular practice and therefore the distribution of circular 

benefits. This thesis, therefore, reveals the opportunity for social cooperatives to spread knowledge 

related to the social cooperative structure to increase the accessibility of their circular practice. 

Fourth, the empirical findings pointed out a difference in the drive for social inclusion, as the social 

cooperative purposefully empowers its members through the feeling of ownership, while the 

entrepreneurial non-profit and social business types do not pursue this strategy. The social 

cooperative namely provides ownership of the social cooperative to their members. 

In conclusion, the thesis offers insights into the specific strategies through which the circular 

SEs can foster a socially just transition towards the CE, and the differences between the three types 

of SEs. This thesis emphasises the potential role of the SEs to serve as an example for other types of 

organisations by revealing strategies to address all dimensions of environmental justice that other 

organisations can adopt as well. Therefore, while a more global approach to a socially just CE still 

needs to be emphasised, local change can thus be a starting point for a socially just CE. 
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Appendix A. Explanation of CBM innovations 

 

Table 7.  

CBM innovations and the explanation  

  

 CBM innovation 
category 

CBM innovation type Explanation 

Upstream Industrial 
symbiosis 

Input-oriented 
 

Inter-organisational collaboration to 
create value from residual resource 
streams of external organisation 
 

  Output-oriented Inter-organisational collaboration to 
create value from residual resource 
streams of focal organisation 
 

 Circularity 
standards/accredit
ation 

Sourcing, 
manufacturing, 
transport/packaging 
 

Establishing circularity standards with 
suppliers 

Focal organisation Core technology Source material 
 

Substitute materials with less resource-
intensive alternatives (bio-based, more 
durable, biodegradable, recyclable) 
 

  Product design Increase durability, upgradability, 
energy-efficiency, interchangeability, 
etc.  
 

  Key process Production method/innovation 
enabling circularity 
 

 Enabling 
technology 

Sharing platform Shared use/access/ownership 

  Trading platform Enable the exchange and resale of 
products and materials 
 

  Asset tracking Track products/components for 
adequate end-of-life/transparency on 
resource availability and origin 
 

Downstream PSS (Product 
service system) 

Use phase oriented Improve usage efficiency by renting, 
leasing, sharing, extended after-sales 
service 
 

  Result/performance-
oriented 

Improve usage efficiency by 
subscription-based business models or 
pay-per-use 
 

 Active consumer 
involvement 

Return, repair, reuse Include consumers in after-
life/extending life-cycle of products; 
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value recovery and take-back processes 
 

  Collaborative 
consumption 

Usage of shared assets within 
communities, potential of shared 
ownership 
 

  Consumer 
engagement 

Knowledge sharing to change customer 
preferences and/or diffuse distinct CE 
practices, materials or processes 

Note. Adapted from “A typology of circular start-ups: An analysis of 128 circular business models” by M. Henry, 

T. Bauwens, M. Hekkert & J. Kirchherr, 2020,  Journal of Cleaner Production, 245, 1-19. Copyright 2019 by the 

Elsevier Ltd.   
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Appendix B. The definitions of the main features of the 

SE 

Table 8.  

A summary of SEs main features  

Economic and entrepreneurial dimensions Definition 
 
A continuous activity producing goods and/or 
selling services 

 
The main activity of the social enterprise is very 
closely related to the social mission of the 
enterprise. For example, if the goal is to provide 
jobs for marginalized groups who are lacking on 
the labour market, the social enterprises main 
activity is creating jobs for those specific 
groups.  
 

A significant level of economic risk In general, social enterprises can have a 
significant level of economic risk. The financial 
viability is dependent on obtaining adequate 
resources. These resources have a hybrid 
nature, and can come from e.g. trading 
activities or public subsidies.   
 

A minimum amount of paid work  Social enterprises can have both voluntary and 
paid workers. The social enterprise needs to 
include a minimum degree of paid workers.  
 

Social dimensions  
 

A explicit aim to benefit the community The social enterprise explicitly aims to benefit 
the community, aiming to advocate social 
responsibility locally. 
  

An initiative launched by a group of citizens or 
civil society organizations  

The social enterprise is initiated by a group of 
citizens or civil society organizations. More 
specifically, it is initiated through a collective 
dynamic involving people with a shared need or 
aim. This dimension is contained over time.  
 

A limited profit distribution Social enterprises have to avoid a profit 
maximizing behaviour and are characterised by 
a limited- or non-distribution constraint. This is 
also re-enforced by European legal frameworks 
that limit the profit distribution for social 
enterprises.   
 

Participatory governance   
 

A high degree of autonomy The social enterprises are created by a group of 
people, and are governed by this group of 
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people. The SEs thus have a high level of 
autonomy, and are not governed by e.g. public 
authorities or other organizations.  
 

A decision-making power is not based on 
capital ownership 

The decision making processes are not based 
on capital ownership of shareholders, but relate 
to the principle of “one member, one vote”. 
 

A participatory nature All stakeholders are involved in the governance 
of the organization. This means that users or 
customers have to be represented or have the 
opportunity to participate, various stakeholders 
influence decision-making processes, and the 
social enterprise has a participative 
management.  

 

Note. Summarised from “The EMES approach of social enterprise in a comparative perspective” by J. Defourny 

& M. Nyssens, 2012, Social enterprise and the third sector, 58-81. Copyright 2012 EMES European Research 

Network  
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Appendix C. The cases and their social missions 
Table 9. 

All the SE cases, the corresponding SE type and their social mission 

Case SE type The social mission 

Commown Social 

cooperative 

Commown offers electronics as a service. The cooperative only 

provides (socially) fair designed electronic devices (e.g. 

Fairphones). The non-profit nature of the cooperatives creates 

the opportunity to deliver these devices at low and accessible 

prices. Moreover, the cooperative aims to extend the lifetime of 

electronic devices and contribute to a more responsible and 

sustainable use of electronics.   
BEES Social 

cooperative 

The cooperative BEES aims to provide low-cost access to high 

quality, people-and-environmental friendly food. Cooperative 

members participate in operational tasks. This generates 

opportunities for lower cost and improves social cohesion.  
Staramaki Social 

cooperative 

Staramaki uses the by-product of agricultural activities in Kilkis 

to stimulate the local economy. In particular, Staramaki uses 

wheat stems to produce biodegradable straws. Moreover, they 

aim to create employment opportunities in the area and 

increase social cohesion.   
Reware Social 

cooperative 

Reware collects computers from companies and refurbishes 

them. The refurbished computers are afterwards sold, and 20% 

of the income is donated to an NGO picked by the companies, 

beneficial for the CSR of the companies.   
Ecowings Social business Ecowings produces bags from upcycled tire tubes in their 

production facility in India. They work together with vulnerable 

women from rural areas around the city Indore.   
Mercato 

Circolare 

Social business Mercato Circolare provides an online application for both B2B 

and B2C, aiming to disseminate the CE concept to the general 

public. Moreover, they provide free workshops and theatre to 

the consumers and use theatre to educate about the CE. 

Mercato Circolare also provides consultancy services to 

businesses.  
About Blank Social business About Blanks produce notebooks made from old book covers. 

Most of their production is done in a social production facility 

that provides employment to vulnerable, marginalised groups.  
Repack Social business Repack offers a solution to waste from e.g. e-commerce 

packaging through their returnable and reusable packaging 

product. The product is delivered through a service and 

consumers have the option to choose for the Repack 

packaging.   
BinFree Entrepreneurial 

non-profit 

BinFree offers several services; namely a recycling service, 

training/consulting services and online courses - however, 

BinFree recently quit the recycling services. All the services 
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provided are related to making the CE more accessible to the 

general public, both knowledge-wise and convenience-wise.   
Po-dzielnia Entrepreneurial 

non-profit 

Po-dzielnia is a free shop in Poland. Their social mission has 

several layers. First, Po-dzielnia aims to extend the life cycles of 

products. Second, Po-dzielnia provides free products, 

accessible to everyone. Lastly, Po-dzielnia aims to teach more 

about the CE and teach consumers why to reuse.  
Ateliere 

Fara 

Frontiere 

Entrepreneurial 

non-profit 

Ateliere Fara Frontiere is a work integration social enterprise, 

aiming to integrate people with vulnerable groups into the 

labour market through a two-year program. Ateliere Fara 

Frontiere has three workshops, namely Educlick, Remesh and 

Bio&Co. Educlick refurbishes computers and donates them to 

schools in vulnerable areas. Remesh reuses advertising banners 

for new sustainable products. Lastly, Bio&Co is a bio farm, 

providing organic vegetables to their local community through 

a subscription model.   
Baterkaren Entrepreneurial 

non-profit 

Baterkaren is a community reuse centre aiming to make 

sustainability (and the CE) accessible to the general public 

through a broad variety of activities, to prepare their 

community for possible climate adaptation due to climate 

impacts. 
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Appendix D. Interview guide expert interviews 

Introduction 

Thank you for making time for the interview. Before starting, I will quickly introduce myself and the 

thesis topic, and tell you more about the practicalities. I am a master student at Utrecht University 

and currently writing my master thesis. The thesis is about how social enterprises can foster a 

socially just circular economy. In particular, it aims to retrieve in-depth insights into the mechanisms 

through which social enterprises can address social issues in the CE.  Since you have expertise in 

both social enterprises and the circular economy, I am curious about your insights on this topic.  

 

The interview will take around 30-60 minutes. It will be anonymous and will be transcribed 

afterwards, which was elaborated on in the consent form. Could you again confirm your permission 

for recording the interview for internal use?  

 

Introduction questions 

1. Can you introduce yourself? 

2. How do you relate to the circular economy and social enterprises? 

 

Circular economy and the social pillar 

3. Can the current CE concept be a significant sustainable solution?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ Why do you think so? 

 

4. How do you think the social pillar is integrated in the circular economy?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ Why do you think this pillar is well-integrated? Or why not? 
○ Is the integration of the social pillar extensive enough?   
○ How can the social pillar be (even better) addressed?  

 
The CE and justice 
In this research, three types of justice are used; namely procedural justice, recognitional justice and 
distributive justice. These are defined as the following. Procedural justice relates to the ability of all 
affected by a decision to participate in decision making processes. Recognitional justice means the 
ability to participate in and benefit from environmental governance without being required to 
assimilate to dominant cultural norms. Dominant cultural norms relate to gender, ethnicity, etc. 
Finally, distributive justice relates to unequitable distribution of costs and benefits, harms and goods 
related to environmental governance. The following questions will be related to these three types of 
justice 

5. How do you think procedural justice is addressed in the CE? 
 Possible follow up questions:  

○ Can you elaborate more on the decision-making processes in the CE 
○ Do you think everyone affected can participate in the decision making processes? 
○  If no; why do you think so, and how can this be improved? 
○ If yes: can you elaborate on how you think this is achieved precisely? 

6. How do you think recognitional justice is addressed in the CE? 
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ How do you think ethnic minorities are involved in CE practices?  
○ How do you think gender issues are addressed in CE practices?  
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○ How can recognitional justice be improved?  
7. How do you think distributive justice is addressed in the CE?  

 Possible follow up questions: 
○ How do you think costs and benefits are currently distributed in the CE? 
○ How do you think harms and goods are currently distributed in the CE? 

 
Circular economy and social enterprises 

8. How can social enterprises operating in the CE play a role in integrating the social pillar?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ What features of SEs can help with this?  
○ How do you think citizens can benefit from SEs? Is this the same in CE practices?  
○ How can employees benefit from SEs? 
○ Is everyone always involved in decision making processes in the CE?  
○ How do the SEs involve everyone in decision making processes?  
○ Can everyone participate and benefit from SEs operating in the CE, including 

minorities?  
○ How do SEs ensure the participation of minorities? 
○ Do SEs equally distribute both costs and benefits, and harms and goods? And how 

do they do so? 
 
Differences between social enterprises 
In this research, three types of social enterprises were identified; namely the social cooperative, the 
social business and the entrepreneurial non-profit. The social cooperative model pursue the 
interests of their members and the community's interests. The entrepreneurial non-profit model 
includes all non-profit organisations who have any type of income through the activities related to 
their social mission. Lastly, the social business model balances the economic and social enterprises  
 

9. Do you think there can be a difference between these three types of social enterprises in 
how they can foster procedural justice within the CE?  

 Possible follow up questions: 
○ Why do you think these differences exist?  
○ How do these differences manifest across the different types? 
○ How can social cooperatives address procedural justice? 
○ How can social businesses address procedural justice? 
○ How can entrepreneurial non-profits address procedural justice?   

10. Do you think there can be a difference between these three types of social enterprises in 
how they can foster recognitional justice within the CE?  

 Possible follow up questions: 
○ Why do you think these differences exist?  
○ How do these differences manifest across the different types? 
○ How can social cooperatives address recognitional justice? 
○ How can social businesses address recognitional justice? 
○ How can entrepreneurial non-profits address recognitional justice?    

11. Do you think there can be a difference between these three types of social enterprises in 
how they can foster distributive justice within the CE? 

 Possible follow up questions:  
○ Why do you think these differences exist?  
○ How do these differences manifest across the different types? 
○ How can social cooperatives address distributive justice? 
○ How can social businesses address distributive justice? 
○ How can entrepreneurial non-profits address distributive justice?   
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Closing questions 

12. Is there anything you would want to add that has not yet been discussed? 
13. Do you have any remaining questions?  
14. Can I contact you if I need clarification?  

 
Closing 
Thank you again for your time and interesting insights. If you have any further questions or 
feedback, do not hesitate to get into contact by email. 
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Appendix E. Interview guide case study: upstream actor 

Introduction 

Thank you for making time for the interview. Before starting, I will quickly introduce myself and the 

thesis topic, and tell you more about the practicalities. I am a master student at Utrecht University 

and currently writing my master thesis. The thesis is about how social enterprises can foster a 

socially just circular economy. In particular, it aims to retrieve in-depth insights into the mechanisms 

through which social enterprises can address social issues in the CE. Since you started a social 

enterprise/have a high function in a social enterprise [adjust based on interviewee], I am curious 

about your insights on this topic.  

 

The interview will take around 30-60 minutes. It will be anonymous and will be transcribed 

afterwards, which was elaborated on in the consent form. Could you again confirm your permission 

for recording the interview for internal use?  

 

Introduction questions 

1. Can you introduce yourself? 

2. Can you tell me more about the social enterprise you initiated/where you work? [change 

dependent on the interviewee] 

3. Why did you start this social enterprise?  

4. What is your social mission? 

 

Circular economy and the social pillar 

5. Can the current CE concept be a significant sustainable solution?  

 Possible follow up questions: 
○ Why do you think so? 

6. How do you think the social pillar is integrated in the circular economy?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ Why do you think this pillar is well-integrated? Or why not? 
○ Is the integration of the social pillar extensive enough?   
○ How can the social pillar be (even better) addressed?  

 
The CE + social enterprises 

7. What role does your social enterprise play in the CE?  
 Possible follow up questions 

○ Which circular strategies does your SE use?  
 
Social role in CE 

8. What role does your social enterprise play in the socially seen in the CE?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ How do you think citizens can benefit from your SE?  
○ How can employees benefit from your SE? 

9. How do you involve your stakeholders in decision making processes in the CE?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ Who are your stakeholders?  
○ What enables you to involve everyone in these decision making processes? 
○ Who do you involve in these decision making processes?  
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10. How is profit distributed in your SE?  
11. How do you balance your economic and social objectives?  

Possible follow up questions: 
○ How do you make sure your economic objectives do not become more important?  
○ How do you ensure economic sustainability?  

12. In what way do you ensure the possibility of participation?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ Are ethnic minorities involved in your SE? If so: how do you involve these ethnic 
minorities?  

○ How do you address gender issues?  
○ How do you think people feel when they are participating in your SE?  
○ How can people participate in your SE?  

13. How do you distribute the costs and benefits of your SE?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ What are the costs and benefits of your SE?  
○ Do you think a person coming into contact with your SE can experience more 

costs/benefits compared to others? If yes: why?  
14. How do you distribute the harms and goods of your SE?  

 Possible follow up questions: 
○ Do you have any harm? If so, what are these harms?  
○ Can these harms affect one person more than the other?  

 
Closing questions 

15. Is there anything you would want to add that has not yet been discussed? 
16. Do you have any remaining questions?  
17. Can I contact you if I need clarification?  

 
Closing 
Thank you again for your time and interesting insights. If you have any further questions or 
feedback, do not hesitate to get into contact by email. 
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Appendix F. Interview guide case study: downstream 

actor 

Introduction 

Thank you for making time for the interview. Before starting, I will quickly introduce myself and the 

thesis topic, and tell you more about the practicalities. I am a master student at Utrecht University 

and currently writing my master thesis. The thesis is about how social enterprises can foster a 

socially just circular economy. In particular, it aims to retrieve in-depth insights into the mechanisms 

through which social enterprises can address social issues in the CE. Since you work at a social 

enterprise operating in the circular economy,, I am curious about your insights on this topic.  

 

The interview will take around 30-60 minutes. It will be anonymous and will be transcribed 

afterwards, which was elaborated on in the consent form. Could you again confirm your permission 

for recording the interview for internal use?  

 

Introduction questions 

1. Can you introduce yourself? 

2. Can you tell me more about the social enterprise you work at? 

3. Why did you join this social enterprise? 

4. What is your role in the social enterprise? 

5. What is the social mission of the social enterprise? 

 
The CE + social enterprises 

6. How do you feel about being involved in [name social enterprise]?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ How do you feel after joining [name social enterprise]? 
○ How do you experience current society?  
○ What were your feelings after joining the social enterprise? 
○ Do you feel heard?   
○ Can you take me through your process of finding the enterprise?  

7. Do you feel involved in decision making processes? 
 Possible follow up questions 

○ Can you describe this feeling to me?  
○ Why do you feel involved? 
○ Why don’t you feel involved? 
○ How does it feel to be involved? 

8. How do you experience your participation in [name social enterprise]? 
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ Can you elaborate on how your participation influences your daily life?  
○ Can you take me through a normal day of work?  
○ Did your feelings change now that you participate in [name SE] compared to before 

you participated?  
9. Do you think everyone can join the SE, regardless of gender, ethnicity, religion or other 

factors that do not fit dominant cultural norms? 
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ How does this make you feel? 
○ Did you ever feel excluded at other work? If yes; can you take me through your 



 

 

84 
 

experience?  
○ Did you ever feel excluded in [name SE]? 

i.  If yes: can you take me through your experience?  
ii. If no: can you explain to me how [name SE] ensures this? 

○ Is this different in SEs compared to other working experiences? How was this 
different 

10. How does [name SE] benefit you? 
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ Do you feel equally as benefited as others involved in the SE?  
○ Did you make new friends because of the SE? If yes: how does this feel for you?  

11. Is it different to work in [name SE] compared to your other working experiences?  
 Possible follow up questions: 

○ How is this different? 
○ What do you like more about working here?  
○ Are there other things that you miss from other working experiences? 

 
Closing questions 

18. Is there anything you would want to add that has not yet been discussed? 
19. Do you have any remaining questions?  
20. Can I contact you if I need clarification?  

 
Closing 
Thank you again for your time and interesting insights. If you have any further questions or 
feedback, do not hesitate to get into contact by email. 
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Appendix G. Archival data overview  

 

Table. 10. 

Archival data overview 

# Type of source Source  Quantity  
 

 
Reware 

  

1 Website Reware. (n.d.). Computer ricondizionati e garantiti - Reware. Reware: Computer Ricondizionati E Garantiti. 

Retrieved from https://reware.it/ 

6 pages 

2 Website Reware - l’informatica sostenibile. (n.d.). Reware - L’informatica Sostenibile. Società Cooperativa - Impresa 

Sociale. Retrieved from https://coop.reware.it/ 

21 pages 

3 Website page European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform. (n.d.-a). PC4Change – Electronic refurbishing with the 

best of intentions | European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform. Retrieved from 

https://circulareconomy.europa.eu/platform/en/good-practices/pc4change-electronic-refurbishing-best-

intentions 

1 page 

4 Social report, 2019 Società Cooperativa Reware – Impresa Sociale. (2019). BILANCIO SOCIALE DELLE ATTIVITÀ SVOLTE 

NELL’ANNO 2019. https://coop.reware.it/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Bilancio_sociale_2019.pdf 

27 pages 

5 Press release Terna. (n.d.). TERNA DONATES COMPUTER ASSETS FOR SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY PROJECTS [Press release]. 

https://www.terna.it/en/media/press-releases/detail/project-terna-reuse-reware 

1 page 

6 Online news article Recommerce Group. (2021, May 17). European refurbished high-tech players join forces in new business 

association: The European Refurbishement Association. https://www.recommerce-group.com/european-

refurbished-high-tech-players-join-forces-in-new-business-association-the-european-refurbishement-

association-eurefas/ 

1 page 

7 Social media 

channel: 

Facebook 

Società Cooperative Reware (n.d.) Home [Facebook page]. Facebook. Retrieved September 5, 2022 from 

https://www.facebook.com/rewareroma  

Number of posts 

analysed: 50 

https://www.facebook.com/rewareroma
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Staramaki 

  

8 Website Staramaki. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.staramaki.gr/en 9 pages 

9 Website page European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform. (n.d.-b). Staramaki – a straw made naturally from wheat 

| European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform. Retrieved from 

https://circulareconomy.europa.eu/platform/en/good-practices/staramaki-straw-made-naturally-wheat 

1 page 

10 Online news article Daily Press Review. (2019). ΠΟΛΙΤΗΣ. Retrieved from https://politis.com.cy/290344/article 1 page 
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Appendix H. The consent form  

 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM for participation in: 
The role of social enterprises in fostering a socially just circular economy 

 
To be completed by the participant:  
I confirm that:  

• I am satisfied with the received information about the research;  
• I have been given opportunity to ask questions about the research and that any 

questions that have been risen have been answered satisfactorily;  
• I had the opportunity to think carefully about participating in the study; 
• I will give an honest answer to the questions asked.  

 
I agree that:  

• the data to be collected will be obtained and stored for scientific purposes;  
• the collected, completely anonymous, research data can be shared and re-used by 

scientists to answer other research questions;  
• video and/or audio recordings may also be used for scientific purposes. I understand 

that:  
• I have the right to withdraw my consent to use the data;  
• I have the right to see the research report afterwards.  

 
 
Name of participant: ________________________________  
 
Signature: ____________________________________ Date, place: ___ / ___ / ____, ___________ 
 
 

 

 

 


