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Board of Innovation is a strategy and business design firm. 
We partner with the world’s largest organizations to solve 
their biggest challenges through meaningful innovation, 
relentlessly focused on impact. 
 

Proudly independent for +10y 
New York - Amsterdam - Antwerp - Singapore 

Our lifetime mission is to inspire 100 million people to 
innovate for a better tomorrow. 

Go-to-market Entrepreneur-
in-residence
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Get in touch to co-create a Circular Business Strategy

Nick De Mey    
Co-founder | insights lead 
nick@boardofinnovation.com 
Connect on LinkedIn 

Kevin Shahbazi    
Circular Economy Lead 
kevin.shahbazi@boardofinnovation.com 
Connect on LinkedIn 

Example strategy topics to work on: 
‣ The future of FMCG: Packaging, sustainability design,… 
‣ Ecosystem/business model design  
‣ Industrial waste-stream valorisation 
‣ New business opportunities in the circular economy 
‣ Facilitation of B2B partnerships in a value chain 
‣ Incentive model design for consumer products 
‣ …

For all inquiries, feel free to reach out via 

link:  Contact us

mailto:nick@boardofinnovation.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nickdemey/
mailto:nick@boardofinnovation.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nickdemey/
mailto:kevin.shahbazi@boardofinnovation.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kevinshahbazi/
mailto:kevin.shahbazi@boardofinnovation.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kevinshahbazi/
https://www.boardofinnovation.com/contact-us/
https://www.boardofinnovation.com/contact-us/
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More and more people are pushing for 
change, to build a better world for all.  One of 
the many initiatives that is getting traction is the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals by the 
UN. Gradually these SDGs are being adopted 
in corporate strategies. 

This report zooms in on a couple of tools and 
tips to help you join this initiative.  
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Design of ecosystems & business models are 
some of our core strengths. We use these to create 
progress related to several SDGs with our clients. 

challenge: 
Circular economy

(focus of this report)
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More evidence: Investing in ESG factors pays off. 
(Environmental, Societal & Governance)

“Businesses who lead in carbon performance delivered 
twice the financial return compared to their peers. 
Companies in the Carbon Disclosure Leadership Index (CDLI) and 
Carbon Performance Leadership Index (CPLI) delivered 
approximately double the total return of Global 500 companies 
between January 2005 and May 2011.”

Source

“A Boston Consulting Group study released in October 2017 noted 
that companies going the extra mile in ESG areas record 
higher valuation multiples and margins than companies 
with less of a focus in ESG”

Source Source

https://www.carbon49.com/2014/10/green-companies-outperform-markets/
https://www.carbon49.com/2014/10/green-companies-outperform-markets/
https://www.communitybusiness.org/latest-news-publications/unlocking-value-sustainability
https://www.communitybusiness.org/latest-news-publications/unlocking-value-sustainability
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2575912
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2575912
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More evidence: Investing in ESG factors pays off. 
(Environmental, Societal & Governance)

Source

North America Europe

Even in COVID-19 times, we notice 
that companies that invested earlier 
in ESG-factors are proven to be  
more resilient in crisis times.  

e.g. In 2020, the 200 WBCSD 
members with a strong ESG focus are 
still outperforming many competitors. 

https://www.wbcsd.org/Overview/News-Insights/WBCSD-insights/Increasing-risk-management-resilience-through-ESG-investing
https://www.wbcsd.org/Overview/News-Insights/WBCSD-insights/Increasing-risk-management-resilience-through-ESG-investing
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Importance of acting early to avoid larger negative impact 

Resilience in value and supply chains 

Overall risk-mitigation 

The ability to make significant changes how we live, work, 
and produce in a short time frame 

You can’t just wait and rely on governments to steer 
towards safety.  

Whatever bold ambition you have or ideology you are 
following, you need to be financially healthy to thrive.

Lessons from the Covid crisis for the circular economy 
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But to thrive, a company needs  
drivers beyond sustainability & circular goals.
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Luckily, there are plenty of others reasons to join a 
circular economy:

Save costs 
E.g. Recover resources 

Access new markets 
E.g. Client expect companies to lead  

Resilience to shocks 
E.g.  Don’t depend on limited resources 

 

New IP 
E.g. valorize new tech 

Compliancy 
E.g. Regulation quickly evolves 

Access to talent 
E.g. Meaningful work 

IT WILL HELP A BUSINESS TO

In this document, we offer tools & tips to build future proof business models.
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A traditional product flow is called linear. 
Companies take scarce resources from the environment, design and make 

product so they can be shipped to clients. Often these products are used for a 
limited amount of time before they end up as waste on a landfill. 

Make UseTake Waste
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This can and should be improved!  
Follow the loops, join the circular economy 

to limit what you take and the waste created, while creating value for all.

Make Use

Reuse

Take Waste

Return

RepairRecycle

TOOL
Framework: The Circular Business Loops
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Make Use

Reuse

Take Waste

Return

RepairRecycle

Direct impact: 
e.g. product itself ends up on landfill 

Indirect impact, at ever stage: 
e.g. Fuel used to transport goods, waste water of production. 

This can and should be improved!  
Follow the loops, join the circular economy 

to limit what you take and the waste created, while creating value for all.

TOOL
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Examples
LIMIT INDIRECT IMPACT (SIDE STREAMS) LIMIT DIRECT IMPACT (PRODUCT ITSELF)

From waste water to fertilizer 
E.g. Ostara Nutrient Recovery 

Technologies (Oregon) recovers waste 
water from FMCG production facilities.

From food waste to energy 
Use of food & bio waste recovered in the 
production process, to generate heat and 

energy (often via methane extraction) 

Collect empty FMCG packaging  
E.g. Unilever, Nestle, P&G, PepsiCo work 

with Terracycle (Loop) to recycle used 
packaging and old products.

Switch to reusable containers 
Many brands are exploring options to 

switch from single-use to multi-use 
containers and packaging to avoid waste.



3 main types of players in the circular economy:
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 A. PRODUCT BUSINESSES

Companies with hardware/physical 
products that aim to evolve from a 
traditional linear model to circular 
business models. 
 
Designer of the product already decides 
of 80% of the circular impact. 
 
e.g. Adidas, Philips, Volvo

 B. SOLUTION PROVIDERS

Solutions providers with a specific focus  
on a single stage to help TYPE A 
companies transition to the Circular 
economy. 
 
e.g. Reseller of refurbished products, 
Recycler

 C. FACILITATORS

Organization that provide services for 
support the whole ecosystem or a 
significant part of a value chain. 
 
e.g. Data brokers, Government platforms

 D. OTHER (LESS RELEVANT)

Regular service business (e.g. HR 
services, hotels, sports business) 

Make Use

Reuse

Take Waste

Return

RepairRecycle

Make Use

Reuse

Take Waste

Return

RepairRecycle

Make Use

Reuse

Take Waste

Return

RepairRecycle
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Use
Return & Recycle Reuse & Repair

Take & Make Waste/Disposal

Company 1

Company 2

Company 3

Comparing companies 

We created a simplified visual icon system to 
evaluate circular impact & spot opportunities.

Positive circular impact

Neutral impact

Negative circular impact 
Traditional, linear approach

TOOL
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The visual rating system helps you spot 
circular economy opportunities in value chains

Very active company

Completely linear company
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Example: Bottled water player 

Make Use

Reuse

Take Waste

Return

RepairRecycle

Relatively low PET bottle 
collection rates, even in 

developed countries (<50%*)

Often discouraged from re-
use (plastic contamination)

Short lifetimes -  
designed for single use

High leakage to natural 
environment. Should this 
product exist in the first 

place? (vs re-usable bottle & 
tap water?)

About a half to two thirds of 
collected PET bottles can be 

recycled

*Source: Statista
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Evian (Danone) 
NEW LABEL-FREE BOTTLE DESIGN FROM 
RECYCLED PLASTICS

Make Use

Reuse

Take Waste

Return

RepairRecycle

Often discouraged from re-
use (plastic contamination)

Short lifetimes -  
designed for single use

High leakage to natural 
environment. Should this 
product exist in the first 

place? (vs re-usable bottle & 
tap water?)

Collaboration with Veolia 
to collect and recycle 

bottles. 

(*Source: Statista)

Very limited use of  
virgin material. Collaboration 

with Loop Industries  
(better tech to source 
material from recycled 

bottles)

Less parts, easier to 
produce with less 

resources.



23

A closer look at different phases of the loop.
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Use

Phase: Use

Are you making products that can 
last a lifetime?  

Ideally, the Use-phase, should be as 
long as possible, but very few 
businesses are doing this.  

Conflict with revenue & profit target. 



25

Phase: Use

Switching to materials and designs 
that can last much longer than 
competitors creates an extra incentive 
for consumers to pick your brand. 
 
If FMCG brands focus on this phase, 
they often work with partially refillable 
systems and smart consumables. 
Therefore the core component of the 
product shouldn’t be disposed after 
use. 

Packbags: durable bags

The Dirt Company: Refillable detergent
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Use

Phase: Reuse & Repair

Next best thing to extend life cycle: 
Offer options to reuse product (e.g. 
via after market, find new users) or 
make sure to offer repair options. 

Again, very few businesses are taking  
this phase seriously. 
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Phase: Reuse & Repair

Fairphone 3: repairable smartphone

3D printing spare parts

Smaller electronics and basic 
consumer products are switching to 
a modular system to allow easy 
repairs. Some brands work together 
with 3D-printers to allow local, 
customised production of broken 
parts.  

Some retailers (e.g. TESCO) are 
experimenting with in-store 3D 
printer to provide this service.
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Use

Phase: Return or Recycle

Gradually, some companies switch to 
a service model where they remain 
the owner of products and remain 
responsible for the return & 
recycling. 
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Phase: Return or Recycle
Incentive experiments are critical to get 
enough consumers on board to join 
recycling programs. Many of these 
models include public-private 
partnerships between government and 
commercial organisations.  

Switching to designs based on mono-
material packaging is an essential step 
to allow recycling. Other options 
include the use of new recycling 
processes (e.g. newcycling, to recover 
multilayer plastics)

Hefty: Plastic-to-energy recycling bags

HENKEL/BOREALIS: new process Newcycling
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Use

Phase: Take & Make

When companies invest in the circular 
economy, they often start here:  
sourcing of recycled materials and 
reduction of resource consumption in 
the production process.  

It’s a great start, but creating a 
product with 80% recycled materials 
that still ends up on a landfill is not 
good enough. 
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Phase: Take & Make
When switching to products based on 
recycled (or bio-based) materials, 
often the design and production 
process needs to evolve as well.  

Communicating to consumers that 
less or no virgin materials are used 
can be a unique selling factor. Make 
sure to be ambitious enough. At some 
point people will notice if “only 5%” of 
materials are replaced. Don’t go for a 
PR stunt, but actual impact.

SAPPI: Paper-based alternative to plastic

Adidas: Futureloop, use recycled materials
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Use

Phase: Waste & Disposal

When no more options are left, 
products are disposed. Not many 
companies take active ownerships 
off this final stage.  

Waste from one industry can often 
be used in another as raw material. 
 
(* waste from side-streams are not limited to the final 
stage of the product itself)
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Phase: Waste & Disposal

DELL: Biodegradable mushroom packaging

Packaging embedded with seeds

Still, too many products & packaging 
end up in landfills. Switch to 
alternative materials and designs 
that can limit the negative impact at 
this final stage.  
 
If no other option is available, some 
companies are “buying off” their 
negative impact by investing in other 
positive project. (e.g. carbon credits 
& similar systems) 
(* waste from side-streams are not limited to the final 
stage of the product itself)



 
To conclude, what’s holding back  

the circular economy?
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Bottlenecks of the circular economy

Convenience 
Single-use items, ignoring waste, etc. are 
often too convenient for consumers and 

companies to go for alternatives.

Trust issues 
Collaborating in the value chain means 

sharing data & product info. Many 
companies are reluctant to do so.

Value perception 
Most clients & consumers are not willing 
to pay extra for products, just because 

they are circular.
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Bottlenecks of the circular economy

Friction for change 
Switching to a new business model, 

negation new contracts etc. takes time 
and energy. 

Profitability/ Viability 
In many industries the tech or processes 
are not ready to create enough profit or 

cost-saving to justify investments.

Knowledge 
While there are successful first movers, 
many businesses lack the blueprints to 

follow in their path.



Get in touch if you want to co-create 
you circular business strategy. 

Nick De Mey    
Co-founder | insights lead 
nick@boardofinnovation.com 
Connect on LinkedIn 

Board of Innovation is a global strategy and 
business design firm with clients including Danone, 
Philips, ING, Roche, Toyota, and many more. 

Kevin Shahbazi    
Circular Economy Lead 
kevin.shahbazi@boardofinnovation.com 
Connect on LinkedIn 
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