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The Circular Economy (CE) has become a central paradigm in
contemporary sustainability debates, lauded for its promise to decouple
economic growth from resource consumption. Dominated by strategies
that focus on closing, narrowing and slowing down material flows, the
CE is often conceptualized in terms of business model redesigns and
technological innovation. While these strategies have advanced the
discourse and practice of CE, we argue that they remain insufficient for
enabling the systemic transformation CE aspires to achieve.

In this Perspective paper, we argue for a relational reframing of CE.
Specifically, we introduce three interlinked relational orientations —
relate, resonate, and responsibilise — that can serve as meta-principles
underpinning a more holistic and transformative approach to circu-
larity. These principles are not to be understood as additional R-strate-
gies in the operational sense (like reuse, recycle, refurbish), but as
ontological commitments that address the quality and structure of re-
lationships among actors, systems, and nature in circular systems.

CE’s historical roots reflect diverse visions. Calisto Friant et al.
(2020) categorize CE discourses into various schools of thought,
including reformist, transformative, and technocentric perspectives. Our
intention aligns with the transformative line of thought, emphasizing
the need to reconfigure socio-material relationships in circular transi-
tions, rather than merely optimizing flows within existing structures.
Three foundational shifts underlie this “relational turn™:

Redefinition of value: CE challenges linear economic models by
advocating value retention over value extraction. This involves preser-
ving the utility of materials, products, and services for as long as
possible. It also calls for a redistribution of roles among producers,
consumers, and service providers to support the regeneration of value.
These shifts imply new relationships and collaborations across the value
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chain (Haase et al. 2024).

Redistribution of agency and responsibility: Achieving circularity
requires collaborative governance and shared responsibility among
diverse stakeholders, including businesses, policymakers, consumers,
and nature itself. Rather than placing the burden solely on end-users or
individual firms, a relational CE fosters distributed agency .

Reorientation towards needs: A relational CE recognizes that
consumption should be guided not by market demand alone, but by a
better match between nature’s (reproductive) capabilities and society’s
resource needs. This entails a shift from a mere optimisation and effi-
ciency paradigm towards an integration of sufficiency and care, partic-
ularly in producer-consumer relationships (Beyeler & Jaeger-Erben
2024).

Together, these shifts demand a reconsideration of how relations are
built, sustained, and transformed in CE systems.

Meta-Principles for relational circularity

Redefinition, redistribution and reorientation all entail that actors
along the value chain leave their established roles and connect around
products and materials in circular ecosystems.

We propose three interrelated principles to
transformation:

guide this

1. “Relate” concerns the formation of connections among diverse ac-
tors along the lifecycle of materials and products. Circular systems
rely on industrial symbiosis, product attachment and longevity, in-
formation sharing, and multi-stakeholder collaboration. For
example, recycling companies, designers, and regulators must
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coordinate to close material loops. These connections are not merely
logistical; they are political, ethical, and epistemological. Relating
also involves recognizing the entanglement of human and non-
human actors in CE. This includes acknowledging nature not as a
passive resource base but as an active stakeholder. Frameworks like
the "rights of nature" offer legal and moral tools to integrate
ecological concerns more deeply into CE governance.

2. “Resonate” involves developing mutual understanding and
responsiveness among actors, i.e. the ability to recognize and
respond to the values, routines, and constraints of others. In CE
contexts, this could mean designing products with an awareness of
diverse user needs, or aligning industrial practices with ecosystem
capacities. This principle is particularly relevant when navigating
cross-cultural and cross-sectoral differences in CE practices. For
instance, informal repair economies in the Global South often oper-
ate under radically different logics than formal CE initiatives in
Europe. A relational CE must resonate with these contextual speci-
ficities rather than imposing a universal model.

3. “Responsibilise” or responsibilisation is the process of cultivating
and distributing accountability across actors. This involves not only
legal or regulatory accountability, but also moral and relational
forms of responsibility. Businesses must consider the social and
environmental consequences of their design and sourcing decisions;
consumers must be enabled to participate meaningfully in circular
systems; and policymakers must facilitate enabling environments for
circular practives. Responsibilise also extends to systemic issues such
as equity, inclusion, and justice. Circularity should not exacerbate
existing social inequalities or environmental burdens. Participatory
governance, transparency, and procedural justice are essential
components of a relational approach to CE.

Application of relational principles across scales

These principles are relevant across two broad domains: 1) business
relations and production-consumption cycles, and 2) the broader scale
of societal nature-relations.

In corporate contexts, relational principles can guide the establish-
ment of more robust and resilient circular systems. Trust is a key enabler
of industrial symbiosis, where waste, materials, by-products etc. from
one sector becomes input for another. Innovation increasingly relies on
collaborative platforms, co-design processes, and open sharing of data
and resources (Brown et al. 2019). Digital tools like the Digital Product
Passport (DPP) can support relational strategies by making product
histories transparent and accessible. However, their impact depends on
how they are implemented. If used solely for compliance or efficiency,
their potential is limited. If designed to foster trust, equity, and shared
knowledge, they can become instruments of resonance and
responsibilisation.

At a broader scale, CE can be reimagined as a shift from a production
to a reproduction logic in societal nature relations. This aligns with
feminist and indigenous perspectives that emphasize care, interdepen-
dence, and regeneration. Recognizing the rights of nature, for instance,
challenges extractivist logics and offers a pathway toward ecological
justice. Societal transitions toward circularity also involve recognizing
diverse knowledge systems, particularly those rooted in the Global
South. Many of these systems have long practiced forms of circularity
that are relational rather than technical. Integrating such perspectives
enhances the inclusivity and resilience of CE.

Conclusion

CE represents a transformative approach to sustainable develop-
ment, but its success depends on fostering collaborative and trustful
relationships. Adopting a relational paradigm (cf. Walsh et al. 2021) in
CE research and practice shifts the focus to the relationships between
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stakeholders, products, and ecosystems. Relational principles offer a
framework to not only design and manage these relationships in CE
practice but also provide a framework for CE research to analyse the
quality of relationships within business ecosystems. However, imple-
menting relational CE principles is not without challenges. Data-sharing
among firms may be constrained by competitive concerns, producers
and consumers might resist the need to establish care relationships
because they require time and effort. Perhaps most fundamentally,
relational approaches challenge dominant economic paradigms based
on individualism, competition, and perpetual growth. Questioning these
foundational assumptions can provoke resistance from powerful insti-
tutional actors.
Future research could among others explore:

e how relational approaches can reshape power relations within CE
and foster more equitable transitions that include a focus on
sufficiency.

e what new institutional forms or legal frameworks are required to
embed relational principles across different domains.

e how diverse ontologies of circularity can coexist and be brought into
constructive dialogue without being subsumed under a dominant
paradigm.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Melanie Jaeger-Erben: Writing — review & editing, Writing — orig-
inal draft, Conceptualization. Nancy Bocken: Writing — review & edit-
ing, Conceptualization. Louise Mgller Haase: Writing — review &
editing, Conceptualization. Michael Sggaard Jgrgensen: Conceptuali-
zation. Mette Alberg Mosgaard: Writing — review & editing, Concep-
tualization. Ruth Mugge: Writing - review & editing,
Conceptualization.

Declaration of competing interest

The authors declare the following financial interests/personal re-
lationships which may be considered as potential competing interests:
Melanie Jaeger-Erben reports article publishing charges was provided
by Brandenburg University of Technology Cottbus-Senftenberg.
Collaboration between the authors was facilitated and enabled by the
Tech4CE - Tech Center for Circular Economy of the University of Aal-
borg, Denmark. If there are other authors, they declare that they have no
known competing financial interests or personal relationships that could
have appeared to influence the work reported in this paper.

Data availability

No data was used for the research described in the article.

References

Beyeler, L. & Jaeger-Erben, M. (2024). Sufficiency as a matter of care: practices to
provide for needs. Available at SSRN.ssrn.com/abstract=4732416 or http://doi.or
g/10.2139/ssrn.4732416.

Brown, P., Bocken, N., Balkenende, R., 2019. Why do companies pursue collaborative
circular oriented innovation? Sustainability. 11 (3), 635. https://doi.org/10.3390/
sul1030635.

Calisto Friant, M., Vermeulen, W.J.V., Salomone, R., 2020. A typology of circular
economy discourses: navigating the diverse visions of a contested paradigm. Resour.,
Conserv. Recycl., 161, 104917. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2020.104917.

Haase, L.M., Mugge, R., Mosgaard, M.A., Bocken, N., Jaeger-Erben, M., Pizzol, M.,
Jorgensen, M.S., 2024. Who are the value transformers, value co-operators and value
gatekeepers? New routes to value preservation in a sufficiency-based circular
economy. Resour., Conserv. Recycl., 204, 107502. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
resconrec.2024.107502.

Walsh, Z., Bohme, J., Wamsler, C., 2021. Towards a relational paradigm in sustainability
research, practice, and education. Ambio 50 (1), 74-84. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s13280-020-01322-y.


http://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4732416
http://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4732416
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11030635
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11030635
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2020.104917
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2024.107502
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2024.107502
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-020-01322-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-020-01322-y

	Circular Economy as a relational challenge - The importance of „Relate“, “resonate” and “Responsibilise” as guiding orienta ...
	Meta-Principles for relational circularity
	Application of relational principles across scales
	Conclusion
	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	Declaration of competing interest
	Data availability
	References


