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Abstract 

The circular economy has gained momentum over the last years. Current researchers highlight several 

drivers such as resource depletion, stricter legislation, and changing consumer preferences. However, how 

this is applied within the Fast Moving Consumer Goods industry is an underdeveloped area within 

research, resulting in a knowledge gap. Especially within this industry a large untapped value can be 

captured by applying circular practices, because a significant amount of materials is still discarded and 

never recovered. To bridge this gap, an intensive literature study and case study have been conducted. 

How are European multinational companies within the FMCG industry moving from our current 

predominantly linear model towards a circular one over the last ten years? To what extent is the circular 

economy implemented and achieved within this industry? This study highlights the talk, action, and 

criticism in the light of the circular transition of five cases:  Danone, Unilever, Anheuser-Busch InBev, 

The Coca-Cola Company, and Heineken. As a result, this study shows that these European FMCG giants 

are focusing on reduction and recycling. Moreover, it is found that efficiency can play a vital role within 

the circular transition, because it creates significant cost savings and reduces the negative impact on our 

planet and society. However, this study clarifies why the role of the circular economy is not to ‘improve 

the outcomes at the end of the pipe’, but is about ‘going back to the beginning of the pipe’ to build a 

system that could work in the long-term and foster eco-effectiveness.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“If we could build an economy that would use things rather than use them up, we could build a future that 

really could work in the long-term”. These are the words of Ellen MacArthur during her TED talk a 

couple of years ago where she emphasized the importance of a transition towards a regenerative, circular 

economy in today’s world (MacArthur, 2015).   

 

Nowadays, governmental institutions, business representatives and researchers highlight an increasing 

pressure on our global resources and planet due to human activities, growing population and competition 

(Bocken et al., 2016). This depletion increases volatility (Appendix 1) of prices of resources, which calls 

for a new economic system to ensure prosperity in a world of finite resources (McDonough & Braungart, 

2010). The circular economy (CE), which is restorative and regenerative by design, is seen as a condition 

for sustainability and the suggested solution for issues related to depletion. It is defined as: ‘an economic 

system which is based on business practices where materials of end-of-lifecycle products are reduced, 

reused, recycled and recovered. This is done in such a way that on micro, meso and macro level 

sustainable development is realized’ (Bakker et. al, 2010, Geissdoerfer et. al, 2017). Kirccherr et al. 2017 

illustrates the existence of an ongoing circular transition, with the 9R hierarchy model that describes how 

business practices can shift, from linear strategies towards more circular strategies. Academics tell us that 

if CE models are executed properly, then they can be beneficial for many stakeholders (Antikainen & 

Valkokar, 2016).  

 

Meanwhile, several barriers for circular transformation have already been found. Business transformation 

within a multinational context is complex due to the different origins of inputs, complexity of networks, 

high transition costs, and global focus of consumption and production (Mckinsey & Company et al., 

2015, Pokharel and Mutha, 2009, Preston, 2012). Most barriers are identified as technical, financial, or 

supply chain issues. However, researchers have mentioned the lack of knowledge as the most significant 

issue. If firms are not aware of circular opportunities, they are more likely to implement risk-averse 

strategies, and have products that are not designed for a CE (Hatcher et al., 2011). In that case, technical -

and natural cycles can get in conflict, which counteracts this transition (Ritzén and Sandström, 2017). 

 

Innovation of conventional business models is required when moving towards a circular economy and 

building a more sustainable economy (Bocken et al., 2016). Within this study, sustainable business model 

innovation is taken into account. This is relevant, because in today's world it becomes crucial to translate 

better designs with longer-lasting usage into value propositions that can compete with efficient linear 

models (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015). Moreover, business models are concerned with how firms 
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define their competitive strategy through the design of products or services and how the firm captures the 

value (Bocken et al., 2014, 2016). On an industry level, Hockerts & Wüstenhagen (2010) state that 

transformation can be achieved if large firms, called Greening Goliaths, change their business model and 

improve their environmental and social performance. And sustainability start-ups, called Emerging 

Davids, should increase their market share to scale-up disruptive innovation, also called sustainability 

niche. Thus, both small and large firms play a role and can influence each other.  

 

Previous research has predominantly focused on theoretical recommendations of a circular economy. 

Hatcher et al. (2011) state the need for case studies within different contexts in order to validate the 

results of existing researchers, and contribute to their findings about circular business models in a 

practical manner. According to Antikainen & Valkokari (2016), this practical relevance is crucial because 

companies should know how to go through this transition. This is also confirmed by the findings of a 

study commissioned by the European Union. The authors emphasized on the existing gap between the 

willingness to engage in circular economy practices and actual engagement in the EU (Cerulli-Harms et 

al., 2018). In order to bridge this knowledge gap, this paper will follow up on aforementioned suggestions 

to provide more in-depth knowledge about the theoretical concept of CE, and additionally, focus on the 

practical relevance of this ongoing circular transition. This is done as such, that besides customers, a wide 

range of other stakeholder interests is taken into account when going circular. Together with a triple 

bottom line approach, all these interests should be incorporated in the sustainable business models aimed 

at optimizing and maximizing value in all areas (Bocken et al., 2014, McDonough & Braungart, 2002).  

 

This study provides a comprehensive overview of the current situation and progress of the European Fast 

Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) industry in the light of circular economy. This sector is characterized 

by goods with a relatively short service life and low unit costs. All together, they account for 35% of all 

materials used, often not recycled, and around 80% of these materials end up in landfills, incinerators or 

wastewater and are never recovered. Thus, there is a significant need to rethink the way these products are 

delivered, used, recaptured within the FMCG industry to ensure that valuable materials can return back in 

a circular economy (MacArthur, 2013, Walker et al., 2015). This need is already identified by academics, 

however many firms still lack the knowledge and practical evidence to identify how to go through this 

circular transition successfully and efficiently (Kumar & Putnam, 2008, Antikainen & Valkokari, 2016, 

Hatcher et al., 2011, Ritzén and Sandström, 2017). The lack of innovative models and awareness of 

existing models, makes it hard for FMCG firms to shape the future with the ultimate goal of enabling CE 

transformation (Walker et al., 2015).  
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The corresponding main research question will be: 

How can multinationals in the FMCG industry move towards a circular economy ? 

 

Based on the findings of this in-depth literature review the following two sub-questions will be answered 

in chapter two: 

1. Which business practices are central to circular -and linear economy?  

2. How can sustainable business model innovation contribute towards the transformation from 

linear to circular economy?  

 

The first two theoretical questions aim to create a better understanding of the ongoing transition towards 

circular economy and what the role of sustainable business model innovation is. Afterwards, The answers 

to the following two empirical sub-questions will be derived from the data analysis in chapter four:  

3. How do multinationals in the FMCG industry transform their way of doing business in the 

direction of a circular economy?  

4. How do multinationals in the FMCG industry innovate their business models in a way that shared 

value is created for stakeholders? 

 

These answers should provide insight into how multinationals within the FMCG industry can go through 

this circular transition and how this is related to shared value creation. As such, this study aims to create a 

deeper understanding of the concept of circular economy, best practices, and the required building blocks 

for successful transformation of business models within the FMCG sector. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

First of all, this literature review takes a closer look at the sustainability challenges and the ongoing 

transition from linear economy towards a circular economy. Second, it will be investigated what the 

contribution of sustainable business model innovation can be during this circular transition within the 

FMCG industry. Third, it will be described how the conceptual framework is constructed.  

2.1 From eco-efficiency towards eco-effectiveness 

According to Braungart (2007), companies are going in the wrong direction and should rethink how they 

aim to improve their environmental performances. He states that transformational change is needed to 

realize the shift from ‘reducing negative impact’ towards ‘optimizing positive impact’. These two 

fundamentally different strategies for eco-innovation are defined as eco-efficiency and eco-effectiveness 

(illustrated in appendix 3). Whereas, the eco-efficiency strategy can be described as design rationale 

where the focus is on minimizing negative impacts. In contrast, the eco-effectiveness strategy is focused 

on redesigning human made systems to achieve a positive impact (Carrillo-Hermosilla, del Rio & 

Konnola, 2010).  

2.1.1  Environmental and socio-economic challenges are calling for a new system 

As mentioned in chapter one, extensive usage of resources for production, and designing products without 

the purpose of reusing them, has led to environmental problems such as biodiversity loss, water, air, soil 

pollution, and resource depletion. Nowadays, most business strategies are focused on reducing, reusing, 

recycling, which is a good starting point to solve sustainability issues. However, this approach only 

postpones the moment that resources will be exhausted. McDonough (2014) emphasizes, during his 

speech called ‘Resource Abundance by Design’, the fact that society should move away from this current 

linear strategy focusing on the so-called take-make-dispose approach and reverse it (World Economic 

Forum, 2014). This is important because the linear growth model’s inability will create a gap of eight 

billion tons due to growing demand for natural resources and limited supply in 2030 (Lacy and Rutqvist, 

2016). The coming upsurge in consumer demand is characterized as a potential time bomb, therefore 

experts emphasize on the fact that it is time to act now (Ellen Macarthur, 2014).  

 

In addition to these ecological threats, the linear system will also have economic disadvantages because it 

jeopardizes the supply of nonrenewable and scarce resources (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017, Potting et al., 

2017). Financial and economic instabilities for companies will increase due to fluctuating prices of raw 

materials, higher supply risks due scarcity of materials, geopolitical interdependence on materials, and 

increases in material demands. Companies should change their company design primarily focused on 
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short and single product ownership lifetimes to mitigate these potential threats (Circle Economy et al., 

2018, European Commission, 2018, Michelini et al., 2017). According to the Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation (2013), and Schoolderman et al., (2014). the main drivers for circular business models are:  

 

● Resource depletion, increased price volatility and supply risk; 

● Stricter legislation towards circular economy and resource efficiency 

● Changing consumer preferences and societal trends towards sharing products, and other forms of 

collaborative consumption; 

● Changing forms of interaction and increased collaboration in the supply chain: more need for 

cooperation and co-creation. 

 

The aforementioned challenges will increase the threats related to everyone's wellbeing and welfare 

within the society. Academics stress an urgent need for eco-economic decoupling to enable economic 

growth and prosperity without corresponding increases in environmental and economic pressure 

(Wijkman and Skånberg, 2015, Michelini et al., 2017). In order to succeed, companies should move away 

from linear models and eco-efficiency strategies and move towards a circular economy and  eco-

effectiveness strategies (Micheal Braungart, 2007). Schoolderman et al., (2014) state that moving towards 

a circular model will create social, environmental and financial benefits.  

2.1.2  Move away from existing linear models and eco-efficiency strategies 

The linear approach has dominated the economy so far. A linear economic model (illustrated in figure 1) 

is defined as “a model that envisions the production of economically-valuable products and services while 

reducing environmental issues.” (Carrillo-Hermosilla et al., 2010). In addition, this model has an so-called 

‘take-make-dispose approach’ which assumes an one-way linear flow, where natural resources are 

extracted, used for production of input materials, distributed and incinerated or dumped in a landfill after 

they have been used (Potting et al., 2017, Wijkman and Skånberg, 2015). 

 

 

 Figure 1: The linear model (created by author) 

 

According to the 9R waste hierarchy framework of Kirccherr et al. (2017), practices that are central to the 

linear economy are focused on useful application of materials (illustrated at the bottom of figure 2). For 

example, companies can look for ways to recover energy (R9 in figure 2) or reduce the volume of waste 
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for which recycling can be an option (R8 in figure 2) (Potting et al., 2017). All strategies central to the 

linear model are focused on eco-efficiency. This means, the goal is to maximize the value of economic 

output, while simultaneously decreasing the impact on ecological systems. In other words, reducing 

negative impacts by creating more products or services with less resource usage, pollution and waste. 

Thus, this broad concept of eco-efficiency can be understood as to ‘get more from less’ (Braungart et al., 

2007, Carrillo-Hermosilla et al., 2010). This linear model has clear limits: resource losses, erosion of 

ecosystem services and the threat to economic prosperity (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2015).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The 9R Framework. (Source: Adapted from Potting et al. (2017, p.5)) 

 

The majority of today’s large firms are engaged in incremental innovation or social process innovation, 

such as the introduction of sustainability management systems, or corporate social responsibility 

(Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010). These practices define much of the industrial sustainability agenda, 

however are insufficient to deliver the required changes necessary to achieve long-term environmental 

and social sustainability, because they refer to socio-efficiency (Braungart et al., 2007, Bocken et al., 

2014, Micheal, 2003). Academics state that eco-efficiency only aims to reduce energy usage, stimulate 

responsible living, and make production more efficient and less harming. This is not matching with the 

characteristics of a regenerative and circular economy, and will not solve the environmental and socio-

economic issues discussed in section 2.1.1. (Braungart et al., 2007).  
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There is a need for transformational change of current models and strategies, where both small and large 

firms have to play a role in contributing towards sustainable development, both in a different way 

(Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010, Charter and Tischner, 2017). Larger companies should think beyond 

current incremental innovation and look for ways to move towards smarter manufacturing and product 

use (illustrated at the top of figure 2). Smaller firms also play a role by introducing disruptive innovations, 

facilitate radical changes, and help large firms to make better use of their broader reach (Carrillo-

Hermosilla et al., 2010, Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010, Kirccherr et al., 2017).  

2.1.3  Move towards a circular economy and eco-effectiveness strategies 

Instead of simply trying to do less harm, companies should aim to do good. This transformational change 

to go beyond eco-efficiency, mentioned in 2.1.2, can only be realized if companies move towards an 

approach focusing on eco-effectiveness. This eco-effectiveness is defined as “a concept that proposes the 

transformation of products and their associated material flows to achieve a positive impact on the 

ecosystem and society at large” (Micheal braungart, 2007, Carrillo-Hermosilla et al., 2010, Ellen 

MacArthur, 2012, Murray et al., 2017). The concept of a circular economy goes beyond the linear model 

and its eco-efficiency approach. The circular economy is restorative and regenerative by design and aims 

to keep products, components, and materials at their highest utility and value at all times, distinguishing 

between technical and biological cycles” (Ellen MacArthur, 2012). 

 

The system diagram below (figure 3) is called ‘the Butterfly model’ and illustrates this continuous flow of 

technical and biological materials through the ‘value circle’. It clearly shows this distinction between two 

product design strategies: design for a technological cycle (right side) or design for a biological cycle (left 

side) (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2015). These design strategies go beyond product designs optimized 

for functionality, beauty and quality. They focus on how designs are optimal for disassembling, and how 

value can be created for nature or as resources for new products (World Economic Forum, 2014). This 

new way to design, make, and use things, requires that companies shift from linear models with open loop 

to circular models with closed-loops (Carrillo-Hermosilla et al., 2010). In closed-loop economies, quality 

of materials is maintained and material flows aim to form a supportive relationship with ecological 

systems and future economic growth (Braungart et al., 2007).  
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Figure 3: The Butterfly Model  

 

These closed loop systems should be developed as such that nothing is allowed to be wasted or discarded 

in the environment, and where societal and environmental benefits are maximized, rather than only 

prioritized by economic benefits (Witjes and Lozano, 2016). According to William McDonough, we have 

to change our mindsets to view waste as food for ‘something else’ (World Economic Forum, 2014). Then, 

waste is not seen as liability, but more as asset. The concept turning waste (resources, lifecycles, 

capability, embedded value) into wealth not only enables companies to grow their business without 

increasingly using constrained natural resources, but it also makes financial sense (Lacy and Rutqvist, 

2016). Achieving a smarter and sustainable system of consumption and production (illustrated at the top 

of figure 2) is not a matter of reducing footprint, but transforming this footprint into a source of 

replenishment for systems that depend on it (Micheal Braungart, 2007). In this way, environmental 

pressure can be decoupled from economic growth (Ghisellini et. al, 2016).  If implemented properly, a 

circular economy has clear benefits: it enables companies to design out waste and pollution, keep 

products and materials in use, and regenerate natural systems (Carrillo-Hermosilla et al., 2010, Ellen 

Macarthur, 2015). 
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2.2 The contribution of sustainable business model innovation  

According to Kramer and Porter (2011), the way we have realized growth in the last sixty years was not 

wrong, however the approach we had, is not sustainable in the future anymore. In order to realize 

sustainable growth and expand the pool of economic and societal value, they have introduced the concept 

of shared value. This starts from the interdependency between business and society and builds on the idea 

that businesses must reconnect company success (Kramer and Porter, 2011). Companies should still act in 

their own interest, but with a new approach of creating economic value by creating societal value (Porter 

and Kramer, 2019). Creating shared value is not an advanced form of philanthropy, but a new way to 

achieve economic growth. “Survival of the fittest would still prevail, however market competition would 

benefit society in ways we have lost” (Porter and Kramer, 2011). Moreover, firms with good ratings on 

material sustainability issues, significantly outperform firms with poor ratings (Khan et al., 2016).  

 

Within next sections (sustainable) business models are discussed, because they define the way a firm does 

business, how companies capture financial benefits from going circular, and are seen as the most crucial 

driver for innovation (Bocken et al., 2016). In addition, if firms do not have a well-developed business 

model, innovators will fail to create, deliver or capture value from their innovations (Teece, 2010). 

2.2.1 Differences between a business model and a sustainable business model 

The definition of a business model is: “A business model describes the rationale of how an organization 

creates, delivers, and captures value” (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). When a business model is creating 

a competitive advantage through superior customer value, while contributing to a sustainable 

development of the company and society, then it can be identified as a sustainable business model 

(Lüdeke-Freund, 2010). So, if multiple dimensions of economic, social and environmental values are 

integrated within the business model and if it has a broader scope in their ambition to eliminate negative 

societal impact, or even generate positive impact (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008, Murray et al., 2017). 

Whereas conventional business models are mainly focused on economic benefits (Velter et al., 2020). The 

so-called ‘triple bottom line’ of sustainable business models is a good way to integrate sustainability into 

the business agenda. The aim of this new design perspective is to enhance the well-being of nature and 

culture while generating economic value. Several authors argue that building a more sustainable future 

depends on the investments in innovative sustainable business models, where this triple bottom line 

approach is incorporated and aligned with a wide range of stakeholder interests (Bocken et al., 2014, 

Velter et al., 2020). 
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Business models are based on three elements: (1) value propositions; (2) value creation and delivery 

networks; and (3) value capture mechanisms (Witjes and Lozano, 2016, Bocken et al., 2014, Osterwalder 

and Pigneur, 2010). Innovation in business models requires development of these three traditional 

elements (Velter et al., 2020). The way firms make choices regarding their business model is directly 

affecting the architecture of the firm and its expansion paths. Previous research found that firms often 

encounter great difficulty when changing their business models. Moving towards a CE model is seen as a 

radical change that requires system thinking and fundamentally changing the way of doing business. 

Usually, both are challenging and require changes within the current business model (Teece, 2010). In the 

end, business model innovation is recognized as a crucial factor to achieve greater environmental and 

social sustainability within the industrial system (Bocken et al., 2014). Also, because it should allow 

better access to products, components and materials during and within the post-usage loops. In other 

words, innovation of conventional business models is important to mainstreaming the principles of a CE 

and capturing the potential from circular business models (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2014). 

 

Figure 4: The sustainable business model archetypes. 

 

Bocken et al.,(2014) introduced sustainable business model archetypes to describe groupings of 

mechanisms and solutions that could contribute to creating business models for sustainability. The 

following archetypes (outlined in figure 4) are identified as starting points for sustainable business models 

in order to go through this circular transition. In the next sections, these four sustainable business models 

archetypes are discussed more in depth. With the aim of identifying how sustainable business model 

innovation can contribute towards the transformation from linear to circular economy. 
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2.2.2 How to align value propositions with a circular economy model  

If companies want to transform their way of doing business and contribute more towards our environment 

and society, then they should start with rethinking their value propositions. In other words, rethinking the 

bundle of products and services, customer segments, and customer relationships with the aim of creating 

more economic value in concert with ecological and societal value. This is necessary because the created 

value is the reason why customers turn to one company over another (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013, 

Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). A good business model is focused on the creation of distinctive value 

propositions that are aligned with customer needs, costs and risk structures, and enable significant value 

capturing by firms (Teece, 2010, Porter and Kramer, 2019). Innovative business models can play a role 

when translating products designed for reuse into attractive value propositions (Ellen Macarthur 

Foundation, 2014). The value propositions of the four sustainable business model archetypes (outlined in 

figure 4) are summarized in figure 5 (Bocken et al., 2016). Such high-potential value propositions can be 

created via the way a firm configures the value chain, or with its activities when creating, producing, 

selling, delivering and supporting its products or services (Porter and Kramer, 2019). 

 

 

Figure 5: Value propositions relevant for CE (Bocken et al., 2016, Lacy and Rutqvist, 2015) 

2.2.3 Value creation and delivery within a circular economy 

According to Porter and Kramer (2006), “Too often CSR activities start from a tension between business 

and society, resulting in a hodgepodge of unconnected activities disconnected from business and 

strategy!”. This disconnection is often identified as immaterial sustainability, which can have a negative 

effect on value creation and delivery. This so-called immaterial sustainability is defined as: “sustainability 
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initiatives which are not material to the performance of the business model or focus on areas where the 

business has the greatest impact on society”. In contrast, material sustainability can be understood as: 

“initiatives focused on social and environmental issues that are relevant for the company’s business 

model” (Khan et al., 2016). Compared to CSR, creating shared value is more integral to a company’s 

competitive position and profitability. Because this new approach is focused on identifying and expanding 

the connections between societal and economic progress (Porter and Kramer, 2006). It is important that 

companies rethink their value creation and delivery in the direction of material sustainability (Khan et al., 

2016). If companies aim to change their value creation and delivery, this means they have to rethink their 

central drivers of the business model; key activities, resources, partners and distribution channels 

(Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). How the four sustainable business model archetypes (outlined in figure 

4), described in 2.2.1, can create and deliver value while moving towards a CE, is summarized below. 

 

 

Figure 6: Value creation and delivery relevant for CE  (Bocken et al., 2016) 

 

A variety of studies focusing on value creation within a circular economy suggest the importance of the 

concepts called ‘closed material loops’ and ‘the power of circles’ (Geissdoerfer et. al, 2017). The power 

of circles (appendix 2) explains how value can be created in four different ways: the power of the inner 

circle, circling longer, cascading use, and pure circles. These sources of value creation result in: lower 

production costs, improved product longevity, redistribution efficiency, material productivity, triple-line 

growth and a changed mindset where waste is seen as ‘food’ (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2015). In the 

end, the increasing pressure from sustainability issues, discussed earlier in this study, will drive 

unprecedented opportunities to create shared value (Porter and Kramer, 2019). 
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2.2.4 Value capturing within a circular economy 

Originally, value capturing within business models explains how revenue is earned from the provision of 

goods and services via the company’s cost structure and revenue model (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). 

However, moving towards a CE changes the way businesses are generating revenue: profits are generated 

from the flow of materials and products over time, instead of selling artifacts (explained in figure 7: iv). 

In specific, more value is captured by companies through material and energy efficiency, and additional 

revenues for providing more services and bearing the costs of product ownership. Within a CE, value 

capturing is about pricing per unit of service (e.g. number of uses, performance), and joint reductions of 

operating cost and risks for firms and society (Bocken et al., 2016). How the four sustainable business 

model archetypes (outlined in figure 4) allow value capturing within a CE is summarized in figure 7. 

 

Figure 7: Value capturing relevant for CE  (Bocken et al., 2016) 

2.2.5  Circular Economy in the FMCG industry 

Nowadays, FMCG companies are changing the way of creating value by reconsidering the original 

drivers of food consumption (taste and quality) and focusing on shared value creation; nutrition as a more 

fundamental need for consumers (Kramer and Porter, 2011). In addition, academics state the significant 

need for FMCG companies to refocus the way of delivering, using, and recapturing goods as well aimed 

at better retainment of valuable resources within a circular economy (Walkter et al. (2015). Not only 

because it can be beneficial for themselves, but also because societal gains can be even greater than ever, 

because firms are far more effective than governments and nonprofits at motivating people to embrace 

new concepts, such as healthier food or environmental friendly products (Kramer and Porter, 2011). 
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According to Walkter et al. (2015), the concept of a circular economy applied within the FMCG industry 

is an underdeveloped area within research, resulting in a knowledge gap. This section will create a 

comprehensive overview, with the existing literature, about the FMCG industry in the light of a CE.  

The following global developments are expected within the period of 2010-2025: an increase of 1,1 

billion people, 1,8 billion middle-class consumers, 57 percent food spending, and 24 percent caloric 

consumption (appendix 4). This will result in rising input costs, commodity volatility and a dramatic shift 

towards packaged products (increase of 47 percent packaging) and rapidly increasing amount of waste at 

end of life (increase of 41 percent end-of-life materials) (MarArthur, 2013, Mckinsey & Company et al., 

2015). Within the European food sector, 31 percent is wasted along the value chain, therefore food is 

identified as a major contributor to current waste streams. Yet, there is major untapped potential for 

recovering materials and bringing them back in the biosphere to rebuild natural resources after being 

extracted on the reverse loop ( MacArthur, 2013, Mckinsey & Company et al., 2015, McKinsey Center 

for Business and Environment, 2016). A wave of technologies and new business models can help to 

reduce waste, while improving input efficiency by at least twenty or thirty percent. Across the economy 

as a whole, a circular model would lead to € 600 billion as a result of material cost savings (McKinsey 

Center for Business and Environment, 2016). Besides these benefits for businesses, the society and 

environment, we should take high transition costs into account as well, such as R&D and asset 

investments (Mckinsey & Company et al., 2015).  

 

The FMCG covers mainly non-durable and short lifespan products (e.g. food, beverages, household and 

personal care) and is characterized by high sales volumes and relatively low prices might give the 

impression that it is more difficult to shift towards a circular economy. However, the opportunities for the 

FMCG sector are considerable. Every year, academics suggest that 80 % of the materials, with a value of 

€ 2.6 trillion, within the FMCG sector are discarded and never recovered (only 18% is recovered for 

decomposition, and 2 % for reuse). In the ideal future state, 70% of the FMCG products would be 

recovered for decomposition, 25 % for reuse, and 5% of the products not recovered (illustrated in 

appendix 5) (MacArthur, 2013).  If companies would recover more materials and make better use of them 

by applying circular practices, this would lead to higher net results (McKinsey & Company et al., 2016).  

 

Therefore, FMCG companies are advised to move away from technical nutrients towards biologically 

based loops aimed at making products serve a restorative purpose, instead of an exploitive purpose 

(MacArthur, 2013). A variety of studies mention that FMCG companies need to think in terms of ‘the 

butterfly model’ (figure 3) and the ‘four sources of value creation’: the power of circles (appendix 2) 

during this circular transition. In many ways, these two concepts are playing a significant role during this 
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transition within the FMCG sector. Finally, providing ‘FMCG products as a service’ and implementing a 

CE as a way to fulfill customer requirements offers great potential in the future. If companies would only 

supply what can be consumed, reduce biological and technical waste, keep materials within the technical 

cycle, and find ways to reintroduce materials safely into the biological cycle, that would allow companies 

to capture untapped potential and tackle significant issues such as food waste (Walkter et al., 2015).  

2.3  Conceptual Framework 

2.3.1 Relations and structure of the conceptual framework 

In this section, the conceptual framework is described. The basis for this framework is built by four 

different theories: 9R Framework (figure 2), Sustainable Business Model Archetypes (figure 4), the 

Butterfly Model (figure 3), and Creating Shared Value, which are all displayed in figure 8 and visualized 

in figure 9. The conceptual framework is constructed as such, that the transition towards a CE is described 

at first. Because, the literature review shows the significant need for transformational change towards a 

circular economy, which is restorative and regenerative by design. The benefits of this circular model are 

considerable for the FMCG industry, because there is a large untapped potential to recover materials and 

bring them back in the biosphere, rebuild natural resources and tackle significant issues, such as food 

waste. When analyzing data, the waste hierarchy model (9R Framework) will be used to classify 

indicators according to circular economy strategies and in view of the circular transition.  

 

A wide variety of studies share the idea that a circular transition involves sustainable business model 

innovation. In the literature review, four sustainable business model archetypes are discussed (figure 4,5,6 

and 7), because they are seen as starting points for going through a circular transition. These new business 

models will be included in the conceptual framework, because they create the opportunity to look how 

firms can redefine their value propositions, creation, delivery, and capturing when going circular. In this 

model shared value creation is emphasized too, because academics stated that considering a wide range of 

stakeholder interests and the so-called ‘triple bottom line’ of sustainable business models is a good way to 

integrate sustainability into the business agenda, and optimize and maximize value in all areas. Moreover, 

the concept of closing material loops, when moving towards a CE, is shared by academics and businesses 

across industries. Therefore, the Butterfly Model is included in this framework, because this diagram will 

help to focus on continuous flows of material, distinguish between technical and biological materials, and 

stimulate system thinking during the data analysis. 
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Through this research the links between new business models, closed material loops and shared value 

creation will become clear, as well as how they contribute towards the central drivers of a CE: designing 

out waste and pollution, keeping products in use, and regenerating natural systems. Overall, this 

conceptual framework will be used as a lens to analyze collected data and investigate how FMCG 

multinationals can transform their way of doing business in the direction of a circular economy. With the 

ultimate goal to foster system effectiveness and achieve a positive impact. 

2.3.2 Overview of theories used in the conceptual framework  

 

Figure 8: the theoretical basis for the conceptual framework 
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2.3.3 Figure of the Conceptual framework   

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: The conceptual model 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.1 Comparative case analysis and content analysis 

This study aims to create a better understanding of circular business transformation and how FMCG 

companies can go through this transition in a way shared value is created. To achieve this objective and 

empirically investigate the associated problem statement, case study research and content analysis will be 

applied as research methods, because it is a suitable way to discover the why and how of this particular 

phenomenon (Thomas, 2015). This case study will be interpretive and based on archival documents, 

mainly annual reports and newspaper articles, to investigate CE transformation in its real life context. 

 

3.2      Sampling  

The sample of this study will contain five listed FMCG multinational companies, which are briefly 

explained in figure 10. Five cases are selected, because multiple case studies are a powerful means to 

create a theory, as they allow replication and extension among single case studies (Eisenhardt, 1991). 

 

 

Figure 10: Short description of cases according to their official company website 
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These cases are selected, because these companies are operating in the FMCG sector in Europe (almost 

all headquarters are located in Europe as well). All five offer their consumers a wide variety of products 

within their product portfolio, in at least 50 countries, and at least 80,000 employees. But most important, 

all five multinationals are leading players in the field of CE, as they are part of the CE100 network. This 

network brings together business innovators, cities, governments, universities and thought leaders within 

the field of circular economy (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2017). These companies can be seen as 

extreme cases, because they are front runners in the circular economy within the FMCG industry. As 

mentioned, a circular transition within a multinational context is often complex, however these five 

multinationals are scaling circular business models, products and materials, which creates opportunities in 

terms of data collection and best practices to learn from. 

3.3  Data collection 

The company websites in combination with databases, such as GREENfile, Financial Times and Factiva 

are used for data collection. Per case, the ten most recent annual (sustainability) reports are taken into 

account, and thirty additional relevant public (corporate) documents (e.g. newspaper articles, panel 

discussions, whitepapers, interviews, consulting reports) are searched via the following keywords: 

circular economy, closed-loop supply chain, closing the loop, cradle-to-cradle, circular transition AND 

business models, business model innovation, sustainable business model, value creation, value delivery, 

shared value creation, best practices. This study incorporates 200 data sources that were published within 

the time framework of 2010-2020.  In appendix 6-10, all 200 data sources are displayed with the name of 

the case, case number, name of the source, title, publishing date. With the focus on these five cases, this 

study has collected secondary data that provides in-depth information about current strategies, business 

activities and criticism from outsiders. Overall, this qualitative approach is selected, because it facilitates 

the possibility to make case comparisons, discover important patterns, and understand how context 

matters for a circular transition. Empirical evidence from real-life practices will be used to make an 

original contribution to the field of circular economy. 

 

3.4 Data analysis plan  

Based on the theoretical and the conceptual framework we would expect companies to transform practices 

and strategy in the direction of the circular economy: moving upwards in the 9R hierarchy framework, 

closing material loops, focusing on shared value and eco-effectiveness, and implementing new circular 

business models. This would enable FMCG companies to deal with increasing pressure, tackle various 

problems and simultaneously capture large untapped shared value over time. However, it is stated in the 

theoretical framework, that a lot of companies still lack the knowledge and practical evidence to identify 
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how to go through this circular transition successfully or efficiently and overcome barriers. The 

conceptual model is used as a ‘lens’ to analyze the collected data and look to what extent the theoretical 

concepts from the literature match intentions and deliverables in reality. The conceptual model can be 

seen as a ‘flat’ model, in the sense that it is purely descriptive and there is no value judgment behind it. 

Therefore, I complicated my conceptual model by adding value judgments and making a distinction, 

when analyzing the data, between talk, action and criticism. 

 

The data analysis is aimed to provide useful findings to answer the research questions. This study used a 

structured data analysis approach to organize collected data, and empower and speed up analysis. In 

specific, the Gioia methodology is applied to create a proper basis for building a data structure. First and 

second-order coding are used to create “aggregate dimensions” (Gioia et al., 2013). Coding is used to 

assign units of meaning to collected information via exhaustive, valid, and mutually exclusive labels 

(Maher et al., 2018). This study has not only looked at what can be seen in the data, but also explicitly 

searched for concepts described above and use theoretical concepts as starting points. These concepts can 

be seen as deductive codes which are going to be analyzed within the collected data. The following 

questions are taken into account: which theoretical concepts are (not) encountered within the collected 

data? Can new codes be identified when analyzing data? In appendix 11, an explanation is given on how 

all elements of the conceptual framework will be analyzed and which indicators/indications will be taken 

into account. During all stages of coding, confirmation and contradictory data are analyzed and labelled to 

prevent results from being affected by confirmation biases.  

 

Data-to-theory connections should be visible for readers, in the form of linkages among quotes in text, 

which are defined as first order codes. This first-order analysis organized all relevant statements under its 

appropriate code, 460 in total. Afterwards, the second-order analysis elaborated on all these first order 

codes by looking at possible patterns and explanations. Categories are identified to seek which themes can 

provide useful insights to explain or describe the phenomena. When the set of themes and concepts is in 

hand, the frequencies of all themes are analyzed for all five cases to qualify the data. These 41 second-

order themes are distilled towards 5 “aggregated dimensions”, based on the categories and themes formed 

with the collected data. With a full set, this is assumed to be a proper basis for building a data structure 

(Gioia et al., 2013, Maher et al., 2018). In the end, all aggregated dimensions are analyzed to provide 

answers to the empirical sub questions and main research question. In Appendix 12, an example is given 

in which the process from first-order codes up to the aggregated dimension is visualized. In addition, all 

41 second-order codes, frequencies and 5 aggregated dimensions are displayed in appendix 13-17.  
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3.5 Validity and reliability 

Within this study, coded data is used to analyze all cases, look for patterns, and build a comprehensive 

picture of the circular transition within the FMCG industry. To ensure the quality of qualitative research, 

the following criteria are usually taken into account: reliability, internal validity, and external validity 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2014). 

 

First of all, reliability is important because the data collection techniques and analytic procedures should 

reproduce consistent findings if repeated by another researcher. To ensure the reliability, this study 

collects and analyzes all data sources in the same systematic way. During the data collection, the same 

keywords and databases are used, and the same amount of sources are collected per case. During the data 

analysis, the conceptual framework (visualized in figure 9) is used as a lens to analyze every source with 

a similar focus (explained in appendix 11). All data is structured in the same way: from a large amount of 

first-order codes (quotes), towards a reduced amount of second-order codes (themes), and distilled 

towards a few aggregated dimensions (overarching themes). In the end, this study aims to use a research 

process which is verifiable, consistent and clearly documented to ensure dependability of the results. 

 

Second, the internal validity is important to ensure the credibility and believability of findings. Within 

this study, theoretical and empirical data are compared to prevent that research findings are strongly 

influenced by the good standing of researchers or by the self-formulated and changing key performance 

indicators of circularity. In the end, this increases the credibility of the findings and has a positive effect 

on the internal validity. 

 

Third, the external validity is concerned with the applicability and generalizability of the research 

findings beyond the specific research context (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). This study has used 

purposive sampling to select cases that provide the most in-depth information regarding a circular 

transition. A range of different FMCG multinationals is selected to prevent that the sample is ‘too 

homogenous’, which counteracts the generalizability of findings. Therefore, the sample contains five 

companies that have different products within their portfolio, are headquartered in different countries, 

differ in terms of company size, and operate in different European countries. The representativeness of 

this study is enhanced by incorporating at least 200 data sources. Both confirmatory and contradictory 

data are analyzed and labeled to prevent results being affected by confirmation biases. Finally, for every 

case, every annual report from the last ten years is incorporated to mitigate the influence of timing or 

coincidences, look at the development over time, and increase the external validity of the results. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

4.1.  Data Analysis 

In this section, the findings of this study are reported based upon the theoretical framework and 

data analysis, which has provided five aggregated dimensions (figure 11). All 460 first order codes 

(quotes) are organized into 41 second-order codes (themes), which are distilled into 5 aggregated 

dimensions (overarching themes). During the data analysis also the frequency of the second-order codes 

in different cases is analyzed. In the end, all dimensions are characterized in the following categories: talk 

(strategies and commitments), action (real practices and deliverables), or criticism (critical view of 

outsiders). To illustrate how these so-called aggregated dimensions are created, an example is given about 

dimension one in appendix 13. Below, all aggregated dimensions are discussed one by one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: overview aggregated dimensions 
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4.1.1         Aggregated dimension 1: Triple-line growth  

The aggregated dimension ‘Triple-line growth’ is found as a crucial factor in the circular transition of the 

five companies in this study: Coca-Cola, Danone, Anheuser-Busch Inbev, Heineken and Unilever. This 

aggregated dimension elaborates on the desire to change towards a circular model and why this 

underlying rationale is important. In figure 12, an overview is provided of all the second-order codes and 

frequencies per case to illustrate how this aggregated dimension is created. Most second-order codes 

about triple-line growth build upon the literature by stating how this is applied within corporate strategies. 

 

 

 

It is found that shared value is often seen as a strategic concept to enable and capture economic value for 

the companies itself through delivering social and environmental benefits. The second-order code: 

creating shared value, is represented among all five companies. However, the frequency of this code in 

the case of Unilever, Heineken and Danone is higher. This implies that these companies care more about 

the creation of share value. However, not enough evidence is obtained to make that assumption. 

Moreover, companies like Unilever and Danone mention an existing relationship between a circular 

economy and shared value by stating: “the benefits of a circular economy are clear for business, society 

Figure 12: aggregated dimension 1 with all corresponding second-order codes 
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and the environment” and “The principles of a circular economy help the company to transform and 

couple growth with environmental protection, while fostering inclusive solutions to drive social progress” 

(Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017, The Observer, 2020). Companies believe that material topics, such 

as climate change, do not exist independently and are connected to public and private interests. For 

example, Danone builds upon this belief by stating the importance of connecting material topics with  

more specific concepts such as sustainable sourcing or circular economy (Danone, 2019). 

 

The second-order code ‘strategies focusing on sustainable growth’ is represented among all cases, except 

Heineken. Sustainable growth is highlighted as an important pillar for the transition towards a circular 

economy and long-term growth. The Former CEO of Unilever mentioned that explicitly during a meeting 

hub in Davos: “Scaling up initiatives that put sustainable growth first is what we need in moving forward: 

towards a circular economy.” (Unilever, 2013). On the one hand, all companies, except Ab-Inbev, 

criticize the way the current food system has evolved and mention the need to redesign the food system. 

Danone elaborates on this by saying: “we need to change the tide in terms of diversity, the way we work 

with commodities around the world” (Danone, 2019). Also risks of  the linear system are mentioned as a 

reason to redesign food systems. Within this sample, only the beverage companies point out these linear 

risks for companies and society. For example Ab-Inbev states: “ The risk of water scarcity – a risk which 

we share with the local community.” (Hochreiter and Ab-Inbev, 2019). On the other hand, Coca-Cola 

points out that companies should be cautious. If companies do not redesign carefully, they will fail to 

achieve a circular economy, or even increase the world’s carbon footprint (Loepp, 2020).  

 

Within this sample, it is found that integration of sustainability throughout the value chain is a crucial part 

of strategy. In particular, Heineken points out the importance of integrating sustainability within all 

practices. For example, they state: “Our ambition is 'Brewing a Better World' in every one of our 

activities – from sourcing, producing, marketing and selling our products all the way to how they are 

consumed, and how we can reuse and recycle waste” (Heineken, 2020). Besides this ‘value chain 

approach’, the companies in this study mention their ambition to change from an ‘not harm’ approach 

towards ‘making a positive impact’, which is often associated with circular economy practices. Danone 

elaborates on this by saying: “ We strive to be a game-changer to foster positive solutions for the planet. 

For example, we commit to sustainable sourcing for all our ingredients and to enhance the circular 

economy of packaging.” (GlobalNewsWire, 2018). The second-order code ‘companies communicate in 

terms of eco-effectiveness’ is represented among all companies, except Coca-Cola. The frequency of this 

code in the case of Danone is relatively high, which implies that the company cares more about the shift 

towards eco-effectiveness. 
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However, it is found that the majority of these five companies still communicate more often in terms of 

eco-efficiency. The second-order code: “companies communicate in terms of eco-efficiency” is 

represented among all companies, and the frequency of this code is relatively higher compared to the one 

about eco-effectiveness, especially for the beverage companies. One example of a typical eco-efficiency 

statement is: “Heineken aims to increase reusing, recycling, and repurposing products and materials in 

ways that reduce the negative impact on the environment and communities” (Ellen MacArthur, 2019). 

The following statement of Unilever is another example of a strategy which is still focused on reduction, 

neutrality or efficiency: “Reducing the impacts of our own manufacturing operations – eco-efficiency – is 

a long-standing element of our strategy to build a sustainable business (Unilever, 2014).  

 

Concluding, the aggregated dimension ‘triple-line growth’ shows that inclusive and sustainable growth is 

an important underlying rationale, for all companies within this study, to become circular. The current 

state of the food system is evaluated, and the desire to change towards a circular model to mitigate the 

linear risks is mentioned as well. In the end, the long-term focus on a positive impact on people, planet, 

and profit is often mentioned as priority and linked with shared value within corporate strategies. 

Meanwhile, most cases still communicate more often in terms of eco-efficiency. 
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4.1.2 Aggregated dimension 2: New business models & technologies 

This dimension demonstrates that new business models and technologies play a key role during the 

circular transition of these five companies. Below, an overview is provided of all the second-order codes 

and frequencies per case to illustrate how this aggregated dimensions is created 

 

 

The second-order code ‘new collaborations and innovations’ is broadly covered by all cases. In specific, a 

circular economy is seen as a phenomenon, which can not be implemented by one person or organization. 

This is confirmed by one of the brand directors of Unilever by saying: “To move toward a circular 

economy, we need the whole consumer goods industry on the journey, which means moving from 

individual company efforts to joint industry action.” (The Observer, 2020). Besides the importance of 

collaboration, innovation is also mentioned as an important building block for the circular transition. The 

Figure 13: aggregated dimension 2 with all corresponding second-order codes 
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following statement of Coca-Cola outlines a few advantages: “innovation and technology will make the 

practices of a circular economy better and more easy and efficient” (World Economic Forum, 2019).  

 

It is found that all five cases mention that a circular transition involves business model innovation as well.  

The frequency of the second-order codes ‘business model innovation’ and ‘new collaborations & 

innovations’ is relatively high compared to other codes within this dimension. On the one hand, this 

implies that these two strategic pillars are the most important. On the other hand, we also observe 

deviating frequencies between the cases, which makes it more difficult to make assumptions. For 

example, the frequency of second-order code ‘business model innovation’ for Unilever is more than five 

times the equivalent of the others. However, companies do see circular business models as a catalyst to 

shift towards circularity. Unilever confirmed this by stating  “New business models and innovations, 

using circular economy principles, are transforming traditional take-make-dispose thinking with 

incredible speed.” and “Circular business models are useful for translating products and services designed 

for reuse into attractive value propositions” (Unilever and Forum For the Future, 2018, Unilever, 2020).  

 

Statements about business model innovation are investigated within press releases and annual reports over 

the last ten years. It is found that strategies can often be classified into one of the four sustainable business 

model archetypes mentioned within the literature and the conceptual framework. Most strategies are 

classified as ‘use waste as input’ or ‘a combination of sustainable business model archetypes’. The other 

business model archetypes are rarely mentioned among these cases. In particular, the business model 

archetype ‘deliver functionality rather than ownership’ was not mentioned at all. In other words, 

companies do not mention the shift towards FMCG services in their strategies and commitments so far.  

 

A circular transition requires investments. All companies mention the importance of venture capital, 

circular capital and long-term investments when moving towards a circular economy. Specifically,  

Danone and Ab-Inbev do communicate regularly about their corporate venture units or funds as a 

sufficient way to co-build the circular economy. For example, Ab-Inbev mentions: “The 100+ Accelerator 

program allows us to co-create solutions that will help us to reach sustainable goals, such as our circular 

packaging target” (Ab-Inbev, 2018). Meanwhile, companies realize the urgency to provide adequate 

resources to scale-up circular practices. They also aim to create financial stability and focus more on non-

financial outcomes. A very recent article in the Financial Times elaborates on that by stating: “Danone 

has worked to stabilize farmers’ profit margins. This makes it easier for farmers to plan investments in 

sustainable agriculture and regenerative farming practices to create healthy soil that retains water and can 

sequester carbon” (Financial Times, 2019).  
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Ab-Inbev, Heineken and Unilever mentioned some non-financial goals within their strategies. These 

companies align their strategies with international frameworks such as Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDG). SDGs are often seen as starting points for becoming circular, because they provide guidance, key 

insights and stimulate firms to think beyond their brand or company. Looking at the route-to-market 

strategy for circular products and initiatives, we clearly see a pattern throughout all strategic concepts: 

first ‘redesign’, then ‘test’ and ‘scale-up’ afterwards. Most first-order codes are still focused on ‘first 

moving’ brands or local initiatives in terms of circularity. In addition, an important role for customers is 

discovered within the approach of Coca-Cola. The second-order code ‘Customer Engagement’ was found 

eight times for Coca-Cola, and rarely for the other cases. The following statement of Coca-Cola 

demonstrates the willingness to collaborate with customers: “As we move into recycling and innovate, we 

also have to show consumers the opportunities to change with us.” (Waste 360, 2020). 

 

Concluding, companies believe that they should adapt their business models in order to realize the 

concept of a circular economy. On the one hand, new models such as ‘using waste as input’ or a 

combination of elements of sustainable business model archetypes is frequently mentioned as a strategic 

focus. But on the other hand, other business model archetypes, such as ‘deliver functionality rather than 

ownership’ are never mentioned at all. It is found that strategies are not focusing on food services and 

renewable or natural substitutes yet. Moreover, it is also found that all cases are still at the beginning of 

this journey and mainly focus on redesigning and testing. In order to accelerate a circular transition, 

collaboration with stakeholders is seen as a crucial strategic concept. However, relevant stakeholders, 

such as customers, are not mentioned within the majority of circular strategies. 
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4.1.3 Aggregated dimension 3: Bottom-up innovation & Coevolution 

The last two aggregated dimensions are characterized as ´talk´ and the next two dimensions as ´action´. In 

other words, the next two sections will demonstrate what these cases do or have achieved in the light of a 

circular economy and how they accelerate this transition. This aggregated dimension suggests that 

bottom-up innovation and coevolution plays a significant role in the implementation plan. The second-

order codes, and corresponding frequencies per case, are displayed below in figure 14.  

 

 

 

This study investigates how large FMCG companies organize the shift towards a circular economy. It is 

found that the majority of cases believe that circular practices cannot be successfully implemented 

without a proper understanding of the circular economy. For example, Heineken highlights the launch of 

their online learning platform and their self-assessment. The following statement of Coca-Cola also states 

the importance of knowledge during this transition: “Investing in the technical hardware to provide clean 

water wasn’t enough. Education was key to understanding and through a program of pictorial instructions, 

Coca-Cola was able to enlighten the communities, they came to help.” (Global Times, 2016). 

 

It is found that the second-order code ‘companies announce new collaborations and innovations’ (talk) is 

relatively higher than the second order code ‘coevolution: innovators and incumbents work together to 

Figure 14: aggregated dimension 3 with all corresponding second-order codes 
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scale-up innovations and technologies’(action). Unilever is a good example, because the frequency of 

‘talk’ is eight and ‘action’ is zero. This implies that these FMCG companies intend to collaborate, but in 

reality this real coevolution and transformation of the food industry is not at an advanced stage yet. 

However, a few innovations and collaborations are implemented on a relatively small scale by the 

majority of companies. The following example demonstrates that Ab-Inbev works together with start-ups 

to develop new innovations: “Protes, the food investment of Anheuser-Busch InBev’s venture arm, is 

developing snacks made with protein recycled from grain used in the brewing process (Bloomberg, 2019). 

The frequency of action in the case of Danone and Ab-Inbev is relatively higher. So, a positive correlation 

is found between their corporate venture units and coevolution. Meanwhile, these corporate venture units 

are founded to provide the adequate resources to start-ups, a few companies like Danone and Heineken 

also mention the need to also focus on non-financials. The following quote of Danone shows how they 

focus on non-financial objectives: We stabilize prices for our farmers, which is an important step for us to 

become circular and focus more on non-transactional topics. You cannot manage that if you are only 

focused on transactional discussions” (ESCP Business School & Soubeiran, E., 2019). However, the 

frequency of this second-order code is too low to conclude something about this. 

 

If we compare corporate strategies with actions, we see similarities in terms of the implementation of 

circular practices and products. All five companies focus on designing products and packaging first, then 

testing the concept on a relatively small scale, and if proved successfully then brands will be used to raise 

awareness on a larger scale. Unilever confirms this approach by saying: “It is important to design once, 

and deploy elsewhere and scale up afterwards, design according to the four R's: reduce, reuse, recycle, 

recover. Our waste was turned in, for example, new bricks, cement, school desks, or recycled into 

biofuel” (Unilever, 2015).  

 

Concluding, this study finds a clear pattern within the implementation plans of these cases. These 

companies start with creating a better understanding of the circular economy, and designing the right 

products and packaging. Afterwards, they test the product on a relatively small scale. If the concept is 

tested and proved successfully, then they raise awareness via brands, and scale-up the innovation. 

However, within this study we do see an incongruity between intentions and actions in terms of 

coevolution and transformation of the industry. Danone and Ab-Inbev have launched corporate venture 

units which resulted in few projects and innovations, which are implemented on a relatively small scale. 

Finally, it is mentioned that FMCG firms should focus more on non-financial outcomes and engage more 

in non-transactional discussions during the circular transition, but this study lacks data to assume that. 
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4.1.4 Aggregated dimension 4: Recycling & Reduction   

In earlier dimensions, all five cases have mentioned the urge to move towards a circular economy, the 

need to innovate new business models and develop (technical) innovations together. This aggregated 

dimension is very important for this study, because it investigates the differences between ‘talk’ and 

‘action’. It is found that the majority of actions and deliverables can be characterized as recycling or 

reduction. This section describes which business models and innovations are implemented over the last 

ten years, what the shared benefits are, and how these companies consolidate progression and measure 

results. In figure 15, all second-order codes and frequencies are displayed for this dimension. 

 

 

 

Figure 15: aggregated dimension 4 with all corresponding second-order codes 
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First of all, the following statement of Unilever shows that companies mention concrete steps to 

investigate new business models: “We continue to examine business models in a new light. Just last year, 

we piloted a new technology to recycle sachets. Now.. sachets can be turned into plastic pellets that can 

be used in the manufacture of new packaging and channeled back into the supply chain” (Szaky and 

Terracycle, 2019). Many activities or deliverables can be classified into one of four sustainable business 

model archetypes, or a combination of elements. The frequency of the second order codes: “maximize 

material and energy efficiency”, ‘reusing, recycling and composting in practice’,‘redesign packaging for 

circularity’ and “use waste as input” is relatively high. In other words, it is found that practices are 

focused on the use of waste as input, more efficient production, and more efficient use of materials.  

 

In particular, Danone, Ab-Inbev and Unilever focus on dashboards and non-financial KPIs to measure 

their actions towards a more circular economy. For example, Danone mentions the following key 

performance indicators to measure their progression: “Our target is to reach 100% recyclable, reusable or 

compostable packaging,  this was 87% in 2018. Our target to reach 50% rPET on average in our water 

brands by 2025 and 25% by 2020 in underdeveloped countries, this was 12% in 2018” (Danone, 2019).  

For every case, the non-financial key performance indicators are investigated and classified on the 9R 

hierarchy framework. These figures are visualized and explained in the appendices 13-17 and one 

example can be found below in figure 16. Within these figures a distinction is made between talk and 

actions. For every case, an upward sloping pattern (moving towards a CE) over time was expected. 

However, a clear pattern is visible among all cases, in which all actions and intentions occupy a position 

around ‘reduce’ or ‘recycle’. In addition, it is obvious that almost zero actions or intentions can be 

classified in between these two aforementioned stages (e.g. ‘refurbish’, ‘repair’ or ‘remanufacture’).  

 

Moreover, it is found that many implementation plans focus on the creation of more outputs with less 

inputs aimed at reducing the environmental footprint and costs, while creating a better reputation and 

mitigating linear risks. The following statement states the importance of cost savings and efficiency for 

Unilever: “ In 2019, Unilever sees no landfill waste anymore in its factories and has achieved 234 million 

USD savings and costs avoided (to reinvest back into the business), and has created 1000 jobs in the 

wider economy. We did all of this while reducing waste at the source and eliminating overconsumption of 

inbound materials.” (Szaky and Terracycle, 2019).  
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Thus, a lot of data has been collected about the intentions (talk) and activities (actions), which has been 

classified in the light of a circular transition. The outputs, figure 16 and appendices 13-17, demonstrate 

that most activities are classified as recycling or reduction. According to the 9R framework, these 

companies are moving towards a circular economy by focusing on reduction. But, they do still operate in 

a linear way by focusing on recycling. In the end, most activities are aimed at improving the outcomes at 

the end of the pipe. Therefore, it is found that companies mainly focus on eco-efficiency, resulting in a 

lower footprint, greater societal impact, and significant cost savings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16: 9R Hierarchy Framework - Unilever (Explained in Appendix 17) 
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4.1.5 Aggregated dimension 5: Eco-efficiency  

The last aggregated dimension highlights the critic's opposition about the aforementioned strategies and 

actions. This viewpoint is relevant, because it is assumed that outsiders look from an industry perspective 

and are less intended to frame reality. According to the critics in this study, the companies within this 

study do focus on eco-efficiency, and are still part of the problem, rather than part of the solution. In 

figure 17, all corresponding second-order codes and frequencies are displayed. 

 

 

 

In the fourth dimension, it is mentioned that all companies focus on recycling and reducing. For all 

companies, except Heineken, sources are found in which it is described that business practices focusing 

on recycling are insufficient to go beyond eco-efficiency and move towards a circular economy. The 

following statement of the Washington Post clearly criticizes this so-called ‘eco-efficient approach’ of 

companies aimed at achieving a circular economy of plastics: “Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, Nestlé and Unilever 

talk about wanting to end plastic pollution, but the solutions they put forward rely on individual behavior 

change, and they rely on recycling. However, Recycling only delays the inevitable fate of plastic " (The 

Figure 17: aggregated dimension 5 with all corresponding second-order codes 
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Washington Post, 2020). Moreover, critics argue that companies mainly focus on higher profits and an 

improved reputation, and not redesign their systems and embrace transformation. In 2013, The Ends 

Report elaborated on that statement by saying: “The complete change in business models and culture 

needed to bring about a circular economy is going to involve much more forethought at the front-end 

especially about how products are designed". 

 

Several critics mention that large companies don’t bring their intentions and strategies into practice and 

highlight the gap between symbolic actions and substantive actions. For example Greenpeace believes 

that companies should take more action and strongly doubts the credibility of plans by saying: “Coca-

Cola, Danone, Mars, Pepsi and Unilever are among the 250+ signatories that have pledged to tackle 

plastic pollution, though Greenpeace, has urged these corporations to show concrete actions that focus on 

reduction (Greenpeace International, 2018). In addition, a few outsiders point out that companies should 

incorporate every step throughout the value chain and align stakeholders also with societal and 

environmental developments. 

 

The frequency of the second order code ‘not part of the solution yet’ is high for Coca-Cola and zero for 

the other companies. The majority of codes is about the fact that Coca-Cola is one of the largest polluters 

in terms of plastic packaging, but is still part of the problem instead of being part of a solution. One 

example is: “Coca-Cola is one of the biggest producers of plastic waste (roughly 3 million tonnes). 

However, the firm reportedly said it would stand by its single-use plastic bottle to "accommodate 

consumers. So, Coca-Cola will not ditch single-use plastic bottles because consumers still want them 

(they reseal and are lightweight)”(Waste 360, 2020). So, this study shows that environmentalists and 

critics want big companies, such as Coca-Cola, to lead this journey towards a circular economy by 

moving towards a circular economy of plastics, and go beyond eco-efficiency. 

 

Concluding, this study shows that critics believe that the companies in this study should move beyond 

their current eco-efficiency approach and become part of the solution, rather than part of the problem. 

They also mentioned that companies should focus less on recycling, increasing profits and improving 

their reputation, and focus more on redesigning products, resilient dynamism, and transforming the use of 

plastics in order to rebuild natural capital and move towards eco-effectiveness. 
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4.1.6 New  Conceptual Model  

Within this chapter, all aggregated dimensions are discussed one by one. All outputs are compared with 

the conceptual framework to investigate if it should be adapted or not. This study demonstrates that all 

cases take action to implement new business models, stimulate bottom-up innovation and coevolution, 

and realize triple-line growth. However, they are not yet focused on closing the loop, designing out waste 

and pollution, or regenerating natural systems. Currently, all cases focus on recycling and reduction. 

Therefore, this study suggests that these cases are still focused on eco-efficiency. The ‘new’ conceptual 

model (figure 18) visualizes the gaps and similarities between theoretical assumptions and actual findings, 

and highlights the focus on eco-efficiency, recycling, and reduction. Based on the data analysis, the size 

and color of certain elements are adapted to symbolize the focus on this element and its progression. 

Specifically, the smaller or orange elements require the most adjustments during the circular transition. 

 

 

 
Figure 18: New conceptual model  
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Chapter 5:  Conclusion and discussion 

5.1 Conclusion 

5.1.1 Conclusion   

The problem statement of this study was: How can multinationals in the FMCG industry move towards a 

circular economy? The results suggest that material topics, such as climate change, cannot exist 

independently and are connected to people, planet and profit. Material topics are often linked to more 

specific concepts such as the circular economy. Over the last ten years, the five cases within this study 

have invested in learning, new collaborations, efficient manufacturing and more efficient use of (post-

consumer) materials. This study shows that these firms mainly focus on recycling and reduction activities, 

as part of their circular implementation plan. Within this study, it is argued that a circular economy is not 

about recycling and reduction. Although more materials are recycled, most products are still designed for 

the linear system ultimately and will come to the end of its life, which is called downcycling. This current 

approach is not the right step forward, because minimization or dematerialization does not go beyond eco-

efficiency and material loops are not closed yet. In other words: “Companies are making the wrong things 

perfect, and by that, they are perfectly wrong” (Braungart, 2012). These FMCG companies can move 

towards a circular economy by focusing on new designs, keeping products and materials in use, and 

regenerating natural systems. This can be achieved by implementing circular business models, closing 

material loops, stimulating coevolution and bottom-up innovation, and focusing on shared value.  

5.1.2  Answering theoretical question one     

The first sub-question was: Which business practices are central to the circular -and linear economy? 

Meanwhile, the FMCG covers mainly non-durable and short lifespan products, this study shows that the 

opportunities are considerable. However, the FMCG industry is still dominated by the linear economy, 

which means that products are extracted, produced, distributed, consumed, and discarded (also described 

as take-make-dispose). The theories within this study mention that linearity is characterized by actions, 

such as ‘recover’ and ‘recycle, which are focused on eco-efficiency and useful application of materials. In 

contrast, a circular economy is characterized by actions, such as ‘refuse’, ‘rethink’, and ‘reduce’, which 

are focused on eco-effectiveness and smarter product use and manufacture. All practices ‘in between’ aim 

to extend the lifespan of products and its parts. Moreover, within the literature circularity is often linked 

with the two concepts ‘the power of circles’ and ‘closed loops’, which play a significant role during the 

circular transition within the FMCG sector. It is suggested that FMCG companies should move away 

from technical nutrients and move towards biologically based loops. In addition, food products should 

serve a more restorative purpose, rather than an exploitive purpose. Thus, companies should keep 

materials within the technical cycle and look for new ways to reintroduce materials safely into the 
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biological cycle, that would contribute to solve the negative effects of the linear economy, reduce food 

waste and create shared value. 

5.1.3  Answering theoretical question two   

The second sub question was: How can sustainable business model innovation contribute towards the 

transformation from linear to circular economy? Based on the literature in this study, we know that a 

well-developed business model is essential to create, deliver or capture value from innovations. In 

addition, moving towards a circular economy requires changes within the current business model. 

Academics state that FMCG companies should refocus the way of delivering, using, and recapturing 

goods in order to retain more valuable resources. Therefore, sustainable business model innovation is 

considered to be important when companies want to mainstream the principles of a circular economy and 

capture the potential from circular business models. Based on literature and company’s statements, we do 

see that the so-called triple bottom line of sustainable business models is considered as a good way to 

integrate sustainability into the agenda of companies. The following archetypes are identified as starting 

points for sustainable business models in order to go through the circular transition: (i) maximizing 

material and energy efficiency, (ii) creating value from waste, (iii) substitute with renewables and natural 

processes, and (iv) deliver functionality instead of ownership. One the one hand, researchers clearly state 

that sustainable business model innovation is recognized as a crucial factor to achieve greater 

environmental and social sustainability. On the other hand, very few research papers elaborate on this 

phenomenon within the FMCG industry yet. However, providing FMCG products as a service can 

already be considered as a valuable concept for companies within this industry. 

5.1.4  Answering empirical question three    

The third sub-question was: How do multinationals in the FMCG industry transform their way of doing 

business in the direction of a circular economy? This study investigated five cases: Ab-Inbev, Danone, 

Coca-Cola, Unilever and Heineken, which are all multinationals within the FMCG industry and part of 

the CE100 network. Based on this study, these companies are required to adapt their business models, 

look for new (cross-industry) partnerships, and stimulate coevolution. From a non-financial perspective, 

international frameworks such as sustainable development goals are considered to be important starting 

points for a circular strategy. In practice, these companies empower action towards a circular economy 

through bottom-up innovation and coevolution. Within this study, most cases start their implementation 

plan with creating a better understanding of the circular economy, collaborating and redesigning products 

and packaging. For example, Heineken has launched an online learning platform, Coca-Cola initiates 

projects to educate customers, and Danone and Ab-Inbev have launched corporate venture units to 
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accelerate the circular transition. However, this study also suggests that these companies are more likely 

to talk about new collaborations and innovations, than to take action. In the end, these companies are still 

at the beginning of the circular transition, and should fundamentally rethink their system. If they really 

want to go beyond eco-efficiency, then they should focus less on recycling or reduction, and focus more 

on designing out waste and pollution, make product use more intensive, and regenerate natural systems.  

5.1.5  Answering empirical question four    

How do multinationals in the FMCG industry innovate their business models in a way that shared value is 

created for stakeholders? It is found that triple-line growth is an important underlying rationale for all 

cases to move towards a circular economy. Companies believe that our food system should be redesigned 

in order to achieve sustainable growth. The aggregated dimension ‘new business models & technologies’ 

suggests that business model innovation and (technical) innovation is seen as a key element within the 

circular strategies of these firms. Since 2010, all cases did not move upwards on the 9R waste hierarchy 

model and kept their focus on recycling and reduction. This data analysis shows that most cases focus on 

the following sustainable business models archetypes: using waste as input, maximizing material and 

energy efficiency, or a combination of elements from archetypes. Many critics argue that these firms will 

never shift towards eco-effectiveness as long as they keep their focus on recycling and reduction. 

Because, this current approach does mainly focus on efficiency. As long as these firms do not 

fundamentally change their conventional business models, they will not foster eco-effectiveness, 

encourage sufficiency (seek to reduce consumption and production), or become part of the solution. 

Nevertheless, this study shows that eco-efficient business models can lead to significant cost savings, 

while reducing the negative effects on our environment and society. However, the shared benefits can be 

significantly larger if these companies would shift towards eco-effectiveness.  

5.2  Discussion 

5.2.1  Comparison between theoretical and empirical findings 

Based on the literature, it was assumed that companies are shifting from linear towards circular models 

over time. In other words, an upward sloping pattern on the 9R waste hierarchy framework (moving 

towards a circular economy) was expected for every case. However, the figures in appendices 13-17 and 

the data analysis show that an upward sloping pattern does not exist, because all five FMCG companies 

focus (long-term) strategies and current practices on recycling and reduction. In addition, a large gap is 

found between these two strategies on the hierarchy framework. Literature states that much more of the 

value of the circular economy lies at the top of the hierarchy framework (e.g. rethink, refuse) and on the 

inner circles of the butterfly model (e.g. reuse, maintenance, cascading). If we look at the nature of foods 
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(non-durable and short lifespan) it makes sense that these products are not refurbished, remanufactured or 

reused. However, companies can redesign the way these FMCG products are consumed, produce or 

design packaging in a way to get rid of some products altogether, get more out of FMCG products, and 

stimulate responsible consumption. Moreover, the 9R framework can be criticized, because reduction 

activities score high in terms of circularity, while recycling activities score low. Looking at the definitions 

of circularity, this study shows that keywords at the top of this framework, such as reduction, cannot be 

seen as synonyms for eco-effectiveness. In addition, it is found that incremental actions do not always 

contribute towards circularity.  

 

The amount of statements that all companies make about sustainable growth and the need to become 

circular is not in proportion with the amount of deliverables and actions that was found in the content 

analysis of 200 sources. Thus, this study shows an incongruity between literature, talk and action. 

According to the theory of Siano et al. (2017), it is stated that this difference between talk and action can 

increase the likelihood of being accused of greenwashing. In addition, if talk can influence action within 

these five FMCG companies, this may stimulate deceptive manipulation. Therefore, companies should 

prevent reputational damage and corporate irresponsibility by aligning talk with action. 

 

Both academics and companies mention the significant role for business model innovation within the 

circular transition. Several actions and strategies are found in line with (a combination of elements from) 

sustainable business model archetypes such as ‘using waste as input’, ‘maximize material and energy 

efficiency’. However, this progress is still very limited, because companies did not manage to close 

material loops or design out waste, and some sustainable business model archetypes were not mentioned 

at all. For example, the shift towards FMCG is seen as a valuable opportunity within the literature, but is 

not mentioned in practice at all. Overall, the circular economy is defined as something which can not be 

achieved by one individual firm or sector. Both companies and researchers agree on the fact that 

collaboration is defined as an important pillar to scale-up disruptive innovations and become circular. In 

particular, cross-industry partnerships and the synergy between large companies and start-ups is often 

mentioned within the collected data. So, this study builds on Hockerts & Wüstenhagen (2010) by 

explaining how FMCG companies can stimulate coevolution in practice. In specific, this study 

emphasizes on implementing accelerator platforms, corporate venturing, and bottom-up innovation. 
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5.2.2 Practical and theoretical implications   

This study builds on existing research about the circular economy and investigates how this circular 

transition is initiated by five FMCG multinationals and members of the CE100 list. Within the theoretical 

framework, the following concepts are characterized as important: shared value creation, implementation 

of new business models, and closing material loops. But how FMCG companies can embrace these 

concepts during the circular transition was unknown. Therefore, it is investigated how five FMCG 

companies moved towards a circular economy over the last ten years. The circular transition within the 

FMCG industry has not been investigated by a lot of researchers so far. So, this study provides new 

insights and new suggestions for future research. In the end, findings can serve as implications for large 

European FMCG companies that want to move towards a circular economy. 

 

Throughout this study we do see that most companies mention the following building blocks for a circular 

transition: redesign and close loops, implement new business models, focus on shared value creation, and 

stimulate coevolution and bottom-up innovation. Within the figure below (figure 19), ten examples are 

given to make these building blocks more tangible and these real-life examples might accelerate the 

circular transition for other FMCG companies as well. However, these companies mention that circular 

practices cannot be successfully implemented without a proper understanding of the circular economy.  

 

  

Figure 19: Best practices: two examples per case 

 

Concluding, companies should realize that more economic value of this circular economy lies in the inner 

loops of the butterfly model. Fundamentally different strategies, such as ‘refuse’ or ‘rethink’, will enable 

companies to design out waste and pollution, close material loops, reintroduce biodiversity within 

agriculture, and rebuild natural capital. So, if these so-called Greening Goliaths want to shift towards a 

circular economy, they should focus on smarter product use and manufacturing in order to achieve eco-

effectiveness. Only, if these FMCG companies go beyond efficiency, then they will find solutions, realize 
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sustainable growth, create shared benefits, and become more resilient as a company. To speed up this 

systemic change: companies can switch to fundamentally different business models, move away from 

linear designs and close material loops, create shared value, and stimulate coevolution and bottom-up 

innovations. Finally, this study is relevant because it shows that all five firms are still at the beginning of 

the circular transition, and explains how they can build on existing practices to go beyond eco-efficiency. 

5.2.3 Limitations 

This study has some limitations. First of all, no interviews were conducted with any of these cases. 

Therefore, this has led to an absence of more in-depth data information about the way these FMCG make 

decisions and tackle issues along this journey.  

 

Secondly, the frequency of second-order codes per case is investigated to qualify data. However, not all 

codes within this study can be identified as mutually exclusive, which affects the reliability of this study 

because some codes could have been classified in more than one second-order code. If this study had 

created more criteria for the (second-order) codes, this had led to a more reliable approach of qualifying 

the data. However, due to a lack of time, I could not create criteria to count in a more structured and 

reliable way.  

 

Third, the data that is collected for these five cases contains a lot of sources written by the companies 

themselves or by involved partners, therefore it might be the case that strategies and actions are expressed 

more optimistic or disappointing results might not be exposed. In addition, this study lacks financial 

findings about the circular transition. On the one hand, this study clearly elaborates on the benefits of a 

circular transition for businesses, the society, and our environment. But on the other hand, the high 

transition costs, such as R&D investments, are rarely mentioned within the literature and the empirical 

findings. 

 

In the end, the external validity of this research is stated as the most important limitation, because it has 

the most influence on the conclusions and implications. We can doubt the external validity of this 

research. Since it is difficult to generalize the findings of these five leading companies to the whole 

FMCG industry. In all likelihood, other companies in the FMCG industry will lag behind the 

developments of these companies within this sample. In that case, it is not accurate to simply generalize 

findings of this study towards those companies outside this research context. 
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5.2.4  Future Research  

This case study was mainly exploratory and included unobtrusive methods, which means that more-in 

depth research can be done in the future. The following themes are suggested to include within future 

research: the potential of FMCG services, financial perspectives, stakeholder alignment, and change 

towards eco-effectiveness. Below these associated research directions are explained in more in detail.  

 

First of all, the relationship between circular practices and financials can be investigated in the future. 

Future research could investigate the financial aspects of the circular economy more in depth to know 

what it financially means to become circular. In specific, initial investments, feasibility, willingness to 

pay, and new revenue models could be taken into account. If these topics can be related to the shift 

towards a circular economy, then researchers can draw conclusions about profitability of circular FMCG 

companies as well.  

 

Second, in the literature review it is stated that new business models are developed where companies shift 

from manufacturing stuff to maximize consumer use of products, resulting in lower throughput of 

materials and better alignment with stakeholders. The great potential of ‘FMCG products as a service’ is 

not found within this study and can be investigated within future research. Moreover, all cases do mention 

the importance of collaboration, therefore stakeholder alignment can be investigated more in depth. If 

future research papers can show that stakeholders, such as cities, governments and consumers can play a 

vital role, that could accelerate the circular transition within the FMCG industry. 

 

Third, it is suggested to collect more in-depth data about cases with obtrusive methods. Therefore, future 

researchers are advised to conduct interviews with every case within their study to collect more in-depth 

data and improve the external validity of findings. Academics can ask FMCG companies about the 

financial aspects, the underlying reasons for strategies, the existing barriers, and the role of stakeholders 

within the circular transition. Moreover, critical questions can be asked as well, such as: Why is the firm 

mainly improving at the end of the pipe instead of designing out waste and pollution by intention ? 

Altogether, this will help future researchers to investigate which findings can be applied to other FMCG 

companies in Europe, clarify the hurdles of a circular transition, and investigate why systematic change is 

not realized yet. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Price volatility has risen above long-term trends in recent decades 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Ellen MacArthur Foundation, World Bank (2015) 
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Appendix 2: The power of circles  

 

 

 

                                                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The power of circles explains how value can be created in four different: (1) the power of the inner 

circles, (2) the power of circling longer, (3) the power of cascading use, (4) the power of pure circles. 

First of all, the tighter the circle (illustrated in figure 3), the faster it returns to use and the higher the 

potential savings on the shares of resources and associated externalities. Second, circling longer is about 

maximizing the number of consecutive cycles and time in each cycle. Third, the power of cascading use is 

about diversification across the value chain . Fourth, the power of pure circles argues that uncontaminated 

materials streams boost collection and redistribution efficiency, and therefore also product longevity and 

material productivity.  

 

 

Source: Ellen MacArthur Foundation, World Bank (2015) 
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Appendix 3: Eco-effectiveness instead of eco-efficiency 

Appendix 4: A potential consumption time bomb  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Source: (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013) 

Source: EPEA GmbH 
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Appendix 5: Path to a CE - Euromonitor, Expert interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: ( Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013) 
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Appendix 6: Data Sources Danone 
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Appendix 7: Data Sources Heineken 
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Appendix 8: Data Sources The Coca-Cola Company 
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Appendix 9 Data Sources Unilever 
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Appendix 10 Data sources Anheuser-Busch Inbev 
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Appendix 11: Which indicators will be taken into account when analyzing data? 

 

Below, the corresponding elements of the conceptual framework are mentioned, with a brief explanation 

on how they will be analyzed and which indicators/indications will be taken into account when analyzing 

collected data: 

 

● The past achievements, current activities, and envisaged position will be classified on the 9R 

hierarchy model. In addition, a clear distinction between talk and actions is made to investigate 

whether companies accomplish what they promise through the years and if they make progression 

in their way towards a circular economy. Activities such as ‘getting rid of products altogether’. 

‘Completely redesign’, ‘getting more out of a product’ and ‘responsible producing and 

consuming’ can be classified as indicators for circularity. Whereas, activities focusing on ‘the 

take-make-dispose model’, ‘recycling (clear distinction between downcycling or upcycling)’, or 

generating heat energy by burning materials’ can be classified as indicators for linearity. 

● Whether the five companies focus on eco-efficiency or eco-effectiveness: indicators for the 

eco-efficiency approach are ‘designs focusing on minimization of negative impact’, ‘producing 

more output with less input, ‘a purpose characterized by no positive impact on the environment’. 

In contrast, eco-effectiveness is characterized by ‘redesigned systems aimed at realizing a 

positive impact’, ‘system shifts from linear to cyclical or from open-loop to closed-loop’, and 

‘fostering system effectiveness by designing out negative externalities and simultaneously 

optimizing positive impact’.  

● To what extent the five cases innovate their conventional business models towards 

sustainable business models. Two characteristics of sustainable business models will be 

analyzed for these five cases: (1) if they have a triple bottom line approach by integrating 

multiple dimensions (economic, societal, environmental). (2) if they consider a broad scope of 

stakeholders. In addition, the development of new value propositions, value creation and delivery 

networks, and value capture mechanisms will be investigated. For example, this study will 

analyze if companies reconceive products and markets, engage with new stakeholders, change 

stakeholder relationships, set new company goals, develop new revenue streams/models and 

capture the (ecological) benefits after product use. 

● To what extent the five cases implement new business models, building on the following 

Sustainable Business Model Archetypes (described in figure 4,5,6,7): (i) Maximize material 

and energy efficiency (ii) create value from waste, (iii) substitute with renewables and natural 

processes (iv) delivering functionality rather than ownership. The first archetype will be 
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characterized by ‘new partnerships aimed at eliminating waste and pollution via innovation’, 

‘redefining productivity (e.g. logistics, energy use, distribution)’, ‘identifying gaps and 

deficiencies in logistics, suppliers, distribution channels’ and ‘dematerialization of products, 

plastics and packaging’. The second archetype will be recognized by indicators such as: ‘design 

out life-cycle waste’, turning waste into value’, ‘close material loops to use waste as input’, ‘new 

partnerships to capture and transfer waste streams’. The third archetype will be recognized by 

indicators such as ‘the shift towards renewable energy sources and recyclable, biodegradable 

resources’, ‘new zero-emissions initiatives’, and ‘new partnerships focusing on nature inspired 

solutions, renewable resource supply and energy’ ‘The fourth archetype will be recognized by 

indicators such as: ‘shift focus from manufacturing stuff to maximize consumer use of products’, 

‘product as a service/pay per use’, ‘rental, lease or sharing products’ and ‘educate consumer to 

shift from ownership, and integrate supply chains’. 

● Whether the five FMCG companies are trying to shift systems towards closed-loop systems. 

The movement in direction of closed-loop systems is indicated by the following characteristics  

‘resource yields are optimized by circulating products’, ‘components and materials are kept in use 

at highest quality and in both technical and natural cycles’, “keep in circulation and the power of 

circles’, and “systems where the complete set of products is ultimately broken down either into 

basic components, which are made into new products, or biological ones, which return to the soil 

and therefore can be characterized as safe for both people and the environment”. 

● Whether these five cases focus on shared value creation: this study will focus on indicators of 

shared value creation such as ‘the interdependency between the economy, society and 

environment and builds on the idea that businesses must reconnect company success’, 

‘Sustainability initiatives that focus on selected social and environmental issues relevant to the 

company’s business model (material sustainability)’, ‘nutrition is a more fundamental need for 

society’, ‘how companies reorient their view from minimizing harm to maximize benefits’, 

‘seeing environmental improvement as opportunity rather than as an issue’. 
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Appendix 12: Example Coding structure 

 

This figure illustrates how second-order code 1 (out of 41) is created: ‘companies mention commitments 

about creating shared value’, which is part of the first aggregated dimension called ‘triple-line growth’. In 

the first column, twenty quotes are listed which can be characterized as ‘commitments about creating 

shared value’. As you can see in column two, these twenty quotes are distilled towards one second-order 

code (theme). Moreover, the third column shows the frequency of these codes per case. In the end, the 

first nine second-order codes (themes) are distilled to one aggregated dimension (overarching theme). 
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Appendix 13: Visualized 9R Waste Hierarchy - The Coca-Cola Company 
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Appendix 14: Visualized 9R Waste Hierarchy - Danone  
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Appendix 15: Visualized 9R Waste Hierarchy - Anheuser-Inbev  
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Appendix 16: Visualized 9R Waste Hierarchy - Heineken  
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Appendix 17: Visualized 9R Waste Hierarchy - Unilever 
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