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1 Introduction 
 

Earth Overshoot Day marks the date when humanity’s demand for ecological resources 

and services in a given year exceeds what Earth can regenerate in that same year. In 

2021, the earth overshoot day fell on July 29. In Finland, the day when the years’ worth 

of resources were used in 2021 was already 10th of April. This means that if everyone 

consumed like Finns, we would need the resources of three globes. (Earth Overshoot 

day, 2021.) It is safe to say that Finns are consuming excessively and using more natural 

resources than we can afford and for our part catalysing the human-induced man envi-

ronmental change. Circular economy (CE) has often been offered as a solution for com-

bating climate change and more efficient use of natural resources. In Finland, for exam-

ple, the Ministry of the Environment (2021) has prepared a strategic programme to pro-

mote CE, aimed at transforming the economy into one that is based on the principles of 

CE by 2035. Similarly, the European Commission adopted a new circular economy ac-

tion plan (CEAP) in March 2020. It is one of the main building blocks of the European 

Green Deal, Europe’s new agenda for sustainable growth. CE seems to be a widely ac-

cepted means to reduce resource use and make the most out of materials, in policy and 

research.  

 

However, the CE entails changing roles and new requirements for consumer-citizens. 

We are asked to refuse, reduce, reuse, repair and recycle (Reike et al., 2018) as well as 

participate in the “sharing economy”. The CE is often claimed to offer more conven-

ience to the consumers, but in fact the activities we should be performing are laborious 

and require different skills and competences. Consumer-citizens are actually expected to 

do quite a lot in transitioning to CE: make smart choices, look for information and act 

accordingly. The concept of consumption work brings light to the effort active citizens 

take to be active members of the CE. It highlights the time, skills and access needed to 

participate in ‘circular consumption’ (Hobson et al., 2021) and offers an interesting lens 

through which to examine circular actions. 

 

In the academic literature, the social aspects of CE are often underexplored. Most re-

search focuses on circular products, materials, markets and value extraction of energy or 

resource cycles (Hobson, 2021). Not enough emphasis is placed on the reorganisation of 
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infrastructure and cultural change that is required. Furthermore, the willingness and 

ability of consumer-citizens is often overlooked or ignored. In the literature, citizens are 

mostly framed as “consumers” or “users” and their agency is reduced to that of “accept-

ing” new products and forms of provisioning (e.g. Hobson & Lynch, 2016). The notion 

of consumption work, developed by Wheeler and Glucksmann (2013), refers to the la-

bour integral to the purchase, use, re-use and disposal of goods and services. Together 

with Hobson and other colleagues (2021), they have applied this concept to CE and ar-

gue that consumption work will be an increasingly integral part of people’s lives in the 

CE. One important research gap they note in their recent article Consumption Work in 

the circular economy: A research agenda (Hobson et al., 2021) is about the relevant 

skills and competences people need, to perform the circular consumption work and be 

active participants and promoters of CE. Indeed, the research on circular skills is limited 

to very specific circular activities, such as buying second hand cars or clothes swapping. 

More information is needed on how people coordinate this labour on the household 

level and what kind of skills can ease this task. 

 

The aim of this thesis is to explore what could be the relevant skills of active circular 

citizens. The research question is: what are the relevant skills of consumer-citizens in 

the circular economy? As a first, exploratory attempt to answer this question, a qualita-

tive approach will be adopted. This thesis is based on a set of 20 interviews collected 

during the year 2021 in the Circular Citizens research project (https://www.circular-citi-

zens.com/). The interviewees are Finnish sustainability influencers or other active citi-

zens, who feel like they are doing their best at participating in the CE. With semi-struc-

tured interviews the subjects were asked to talk quite freely about their daily circular ac-

tivities, motivations for action, faced obstacles and relevant skills, for example. Analys-

ing the transcribed interviews inductively by using open coding, as well as deductively, 

by applying categories of consumption work, the relevant skills are identified. These in-

clude self-reported skills as well as skills that become evident from the explained activi-

ties. The research will offer a more multifaceted and active account of the role of citi-

zens in the CE and possibly provide answers to how we should promote CE, what kind 

of skills should be taught or learned, and how it could be made easier for people to par-

ticipate in CE. This thesis is part of the research, funded by Kone Foundation, within 

the framework of the Circular Citizens project, where I have also been working as a re-

search assistant throughout the data collection and thesis writing period.  
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After the introduction, I present the theoretical starting point of the research. Here the 

notions of CE, consumption work and the roles of consumer-citizens and their skills are 

brought together. Next I will present and justify utilised research methods and provide 

an overview of the interview subjects and data-driven analysis methods of this study. 

After these chapters the relevant skills and findings are presented, along with compari-

sons to previous literature. Finally, I will draw the relevant conclusions of the study and 

critically evaluate its validity and ethical standpoints. Furthermore, I will consider the 

implications of the research as well as draw some lines for future research.  

 

2 Literature review 
 

This chapter of the thesis focuses on the relevant literature of the topic. Definitions and 

relevant critiques for CE are discussed as well as description of the Finnish context re-

lated to the CE, as for example, the recycling infrastructure in Finland is advanced and 

different circular services and products are starting to emerge. Then I will discuss the 

different roles consumer-citizens have been ascribed to, from consumer-orientedness to 

that of a ‘user’ and passive acceptor. Then the notion of consumption work, its origins 

and implications are explored. I will also provide an account of existing research that 

has identified consumer-citizen skills relevant for the CE. 

 

2.1 Circular Economy 

 

In the academic world, political realm and business sphere, the term “circular economy” 

is increasingly emerging, although its definitions are still contested. According to the 

Ellen MacArthur foundation (2013, p. 7), an organisation promoting CE, “A circular 

economy is an industrial system that is restorative or regenerative by intention and de-

sign”. The European Union (European commission, 2020) defines it as a model of pro-

duction and consumption that involves the distribution, rental, reuse, repair, refurbish-

ment and recycling of existing materials and products for as long as possible. Sitra, the 

Finnish Innovation fund, that has been one of the key players supporting the transition 

to CE in Finland defines CE as a future economic model, where natural resources are 

used without exceeding the carrying capacity of the earth (2014). It has been criticised 
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that there is not one, shared definition for CE, but in general it includes at least the no-

tion of inputs reduction, reuse and recycling waste (Homrich et al., 2018).  

 

Kirchherr and colleagues (2017) conducted an analysis of 114 definitions for CE, and 

their findings indicate that it is mainly communicated through notions of reduce, reuse 

and recycle activities and it is not emphasised enough that CE requires a systemic shift. 

They also found linkages to the concept of sustainable development as the main aim of 

the CE is seen to be economic prosperity, followed by environmental state improve-

ment. The impact on social equity and future generations is less acknowledged. Moreo-

ver, business models and consumers are not noted enough as enablers of the CE (Kirch-

herr et al. 2017) even though they have an important role in enabling the shift in con-

sumption patterns. 

 

After looking at 114 definitions of CE, Kirchherr and colleagues (2017) recommend a 

definition by Van Buren and colleagues (2016) for its clarity and well-roundedness. Van 

Buren et al. (2016) describe CE in contrast to the current “take-make-waste” economy 

and note that it implies far more than reduction of waste through recycling. It would en-

tail reducing the consumption of raw materials, designing products so that they can eas-

ily be taken apart and reused, prolonging the lifespan of products through maintenance 

and repair, and using recyclables in products and recovering raw materials from waste 

flows. (Ibid.) According to Van Buren et al. (2016), the aims of CE include creation of 

economic value (the economic value of materials and products rises), creation of social 

value (for example, prevention of unhealthy working conditions in the extraction of raw 

materials) and value creation related to the environment (resilience of natural re-

sources). This definition of CE by Van Buren is the one that will act as a starting point 

of CE for my thesis. It suggests that consumer-citizens need to reduce their consump-

tion, choose repairable and reusable products, maintain and repair items. By taking part 

in CE they can create economic, social and environmental value as well. 

 

The CE is often conceptualised by different R-imperatives. According to Reike et al. 

(2018) the following apply to citizens: refuse, reduce, reuse, repair and recycle. They 

also conducted an in-depth exploration of R-imperatives used in academic literature. 

Their meta-analysis of 69 academic articles shows that the conceptualizations of R-im-
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peratives vary greatly among different scholars and disciplines. Not only is there a vary-

ing number of R-imperatives like 3Rs and 4Rs, but similarly it varies what is assigned 

to different attributes and meanings. The R-imperatives are attractive because of their 

simplicity, but that also makes them confusing. The authors found 38 different ‘re’-

words in varying combinations. (Ibid.) I decided to use only certain elements of R-im-

perative frameworks in my thesis, because the frameworks vary so greatly, and it seems 

that there is much room for interpretation of which circular actions go under which R-

imperatives. Despite the differences and confusions around these imperatives, they are 

still a good way to conceptualise the reality of a CE. However, this again demonstrates 

the complexity surrounding the concept of CE, and a lack of an established approach to 

discuss circularity. How we define CE affects what kind of reality is created with the 

notion and what is expected of consumer-citizens. 

 

2.1.1 Circular economy in Finland 

 

Finland could be considered to be at the forefront of countries embracing and adapting 

to the CE. The world’s first national roadmap to a circular economy was published in 

autumn (2016) by Sitra. The road map highlights best practices and tested pilots that 

have potential to be scaled and replicated to provide added value on a national scale. 

The Finnish road map to CE was updated in 2019 by Sitra (Järvinen et al., 2019). The 

main focus here was the role of government as an enabler, confluences of different ac-

tors in the society and the collaboration between businesses. Finland’s Ministry of Envi-

ronment (2021) has prepared a strategic programme to promote a CE and aims to trans-

form the economy so that it is in line with the principles of CE by 2035. With the pro-

gramme, the Finnish government wants to strengthen Finland’s role as a leader in the 

CE discussions. The strategic programme sets out objectives for the use of natural re-

sources. Similarly, it sets the indicators and specifies the measures to be taken and allo-

cates the resources needed to promote CE and achieve systemic change. The vision of 

the programme is that in 2035, Finland’s economic success is founded on a carbon-neu-

tral CE society. It describes the sharing economy, sustainable products and services as 

part of our everyday lives, our choices being future-proof and strengthening the fair 

welfare society. In the strategic programme’s vision the breakthrough of CE has been 

achieved through innovations, digital solutions, smart regulation and responsible inves-

tors, businesses and consumers. 
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While there are grand visions for a circular economy in Finland, these are still far away 

from reality. As reported by Statistics Finland (2020a), the amount of generated munici-

pal waste has grown every year since 2004. Energy recovery is the most common way 

of treating municipal waste. In 2020, the already very small share of landfill disposal 

was reduced to only half a percent of the total amount of municipal waste. Biowaste and 

plastics in particular were recycled more in 2020 than before (Statistics Finland, 2020a). 

The amount of municipal waste is growing, but the recycling rate is not growing accord-

ingly. In 2020 the recycling rate was 42% while in 2025 it should be 55% and in 2035, 

65% (ibid). There is especially room for improvement in the recycling of biowaste and 

plastics.  

  

The average Finns carbon footprint is 10 300 kg CO2 per person per year. It should de-

crease by 70% in order to stay on track with sustainability targets (Akenji et al., 2021). 

The largest amount of household’s emissions come from heating and electricity con-

sumption in housing as well as private cars and air travel. Diets are significant as well, 

and a diet rich in meat causes the most emissions. The carbon footprint of consumer 

goods is 1,410 kg CO2 for an average Finn, which is 15% of Finland’s average lifestyle 

carbon footprint. Clothes and furniture account for the greatest shares within this cate-

gory (37% and 26%) (Akenji et al., 2021). In order to reduce the Finnish households’ 

carbon footprint, tighter, cooler and more energy efficient living and plant-based diets 

should be promoted, as well as reduced private car use and air travel (ibid). CE comes 

into play mostly when we talk about reducing the consumption of goods and coming up 

with more sustainable ways to fulfil needs for different goods. 

  

Finland has a developed infrastructure for recycling. Usually, for example paper, card-

board, glass, metal, plastic and mixed waste are separated in households. These are of-

ten collected near apartment houses or at recycling points near grocery stores in less 

populated areas. Hazardous waste, electrical appliances and batteries are collected and 

recycled at stores and recycling points. The opportunities for recycling, and instructions 

for it, vary a bit according to location in Finland. Generally, there are many opportuni-

ties for reuse of goods. In bigger cities, there is the opportunity to use shared bicycles 

(kaupunkipyörä). Many different items can be borrowed from libraries, in addition to 

books. For example, sports equipment, sewing machines, tools, gadgets, games and toys 

are available at libraries in some locations.  
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In the last ten years, Tori.fi has become an integral part of Finnish people’s lives. It is 

an online marketplace for consumer-to-consumer sales and purchases. Over 3,4 million 

Finns use Tori every month. In the year 2020, over 13,7 million advertisements were 

submitted to the platform and sellers earned a total of 729 million euros through Tori in 

2020 (Tori media, 2022). There are many other second hand businesses and platforms 

online as well as traditional flea markets and second hand shops that people use. Ac-

cording to Statistics Finland (2020b), 72% of households had bought goods from second 

hand marketplaces in 2019. Participation in the sharing economy was more scarce, as 

only 2% of households had offered their apartment on peer rental platforms and 3% of 

households had offered their car on peer rental platforms in 2019. However, 20% of 

households had used Airbnb in Finland or other countries, and only 2% of households 

had rented a shared use or peer-rental car. (Statistics Finland, 2020b.) The active use of 

flea markets and second-hand shops shows, that for most people, there is no stigma 

when it comes to buying second hand goods in Finland. In the light of these statistics, it 

seems that the sharing economy has not reached its full potential, even though it is con-

sidered a central part of CE.  

  

Traditionally, frugality is an admired value in the Finnish culture (Huttunen & Autio 

2010). It is also common to donate, for example, baby clothes or trolleys to friends or 

family who need them. Of course, information about recycling rates and usage of sec-

ond hand marketplaces is easier to track than the socio-cultural change of consumption 

patterns or changes in how people think about consumption, reuse and recycling. It is 

important to understand the Finnish context in which this study takes place, as infra-

structure and social norms affect what kind of skills consumer-citizens need, in order to 

participate in CE. 

 

2.1.2 Circular economy critique and shortcomings 

 

CE is essentially a contested notion. Critiques of circularity are scattered over different 

academic fields, such as ecological economics, management and human geography. 

Corvellec and colleagues (2021) in their recent paper Critiques of the circular economy 

bring together CE critiques from different academic fields, focusing on the academic 

critiques addressed to the European notion of the CE. According to them, the scientific 
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and research content of the CE concept is superficial and unorganised. CE seems to be a 

collection of vague and somewhat separate ideas from several academic fields and prac-

titioner-oriented concepts. (Ibid.)  

           

The lack of clarity in the CE definition that was already discussed in the previous chap-

ter seems to be a prominent critique. As Kirchherr et al. (2017) looked at over a hundred 

definitions of CE, they found that the term means different things to different people. 

One reason for this could be that the concept and its application have mostly been de-

veloped and driven by practitioners such as policy makers, businesses, business consult-

ants and associations (Korhonen et al., 2018a). The range of meanings given to the no-

tion may explain the appeal and popularity of it but makes it difficult to grasp what it is 

really about as there is no agreed or general economic, philosophical or social theory 

underlying the CE (Velis, 2018). The lack of clarity around the notion means also that 

there is diversity in how consumer-citizens participation and roles are seen in CE and 

what is required of them. 

 

There is no clear understanding on whether and how CE could lead to a global decou-

pling of economic growth from environmental degradation and improvement of envi-

ronmental state. The question of growth is probably “the largest elephant in the room” 

for the CE (Calisto Friant et al., 2020, p. 4). CE comes with a promise of green growth 

and a decoupling of economic growth from the environmental impact. It is often 

thought that circularity automatically means increased sustainability and decoupling as 

Blum et al. (2020, p. 1) note and remind us that “our guiding light should not be to build 

as many circular product systems as we can, but rather to ensure economic sustainabil-

ity and a healthy planet while contributing to sustainable development goals”. Some see 

that CE is inherently incompatible with capitalism and growing economy (e.g. Calisto 

Friant et al., 2020), while others see that degrowth discourses and CE have some com-

mon ground, such as narrowing and slowing material flows (e.g. Schröder et al., 2019). 

The question of economic growth affects consumers-citizens as they need to decide how 

to feel about consumption in general; should they avoid consumption or just consume in 

a more circular way, i.e., how they might need to change their lifestyle. 

    

The contributions of CE to environmental and social sustainability are unclear. As-

sessing and evaluating the sustainability impacts of CE is a large challenge. Moreover, a 
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CE approach that focuses on ecological efficiency creates a rebound effect, where the 

reduced costs for a product or service lead to an increased demand for it, at the same 

time also creating savings that encourage consumption in other areas (Zink & Geyer, 

2017). Essentially, CE activities can increase overall production that can partially or 

fully offset their benefits. Research by (Junnila et al., 2018) found that on a household 

level, reduced ownership did not have a noticeable influence on households' material 

footprint, because households appear to spend the money saved from reduced owner-

ship on other carbon-intensive services.  

 

The social dimension, including issues of governance, justice and cultural change, are 

largely under-addressed in the CE literature (e.g. Hobson, 2019; Korhonen et al., 

2018b). A Scopus search by (Calisto Friant et al., 2020) showed that less than 17% of 

articles on the CE are from the fields of social science and humanities. Overlooking the 

social dimension, CE research highlights a technologically oriented path to sustainabil-

ity that many have criticised for being overly optimistic about the speed of technologi-

cal transition and the capacity to integrate innovations that challenge vested interests 

(Feola, 2020). Lacking the acknowledgement of the social dimension, the current ap-

proach simultaneously fails to recognise the large socio-cultural change that CE de-

mands. For example, Hobson (2019) points out that consumption and production struc-

tures based on materialism, convenience and ownership need to transform to ones based 

on collaborative consumption and sharing economies. The topic of cultural barriers is 

very important as it is one of the main barriers to CE transition as research by Kirchherr 

et al. (2018) shows and consumer-citizens have a major role to play in this socio-cul-

tural change. Similarly, Kirchherr and Van Santen (2019) found that most research on 

CE is focused on manufacturing industries and only 9% focus on the service industries. 

The authors find this surprising because sharing economy business models are consid-

ered very promising for CE (ibid). The lack of research focus on re-use and services im-

plies that they are seen as unproblematic and something that is going to happen natu-

rally. The relevant skills and competences are generally overlooked. 

 

On an ideological basis, the CE has been criticised for being very safe, a win-win model 

that is vague enough that everyone can support it. CE appeals to policymakers because 

it promises a win-win outcome, and shifts attention away from “trade-offs and con-

straints” to “synergies and opportunities” (Völker et al., 2020, p. 116). Hobson and 
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Lynch (2016, p. 17) argue that “CE’s current framing as a pathway to large scale trans-

formative change is far from radical as it fails to address the roots and origins of the is-

sues it claims to remedy” and “fails to disrupt the status quo in terms of power, norms 

and politics”. Genovese and Pansera (2021) claim that the biggest shortcoming of CE 

discourse is its apolitical and technocratic framing. Even though CE is presented in a 

neutral fashion, they argue that the discourse underlies a highly contested political pro-

ject and that CE is very much aligned to a technocratic, eco-modernist agenda (ibid). 

According to them, “the dominant CE discourse draws from a refurbished version of 

market-oriented capitalism, which looks at industrial waste and environmental degrada-

tion not as ‘system failures’ but as opportunities to relaunch a new season of [possibly 

green] economic growth” (Genovese & Pansera, 2021, p. 96). According to the EU 

(2020), the transition to CE happens mostly automatically in Western market econo-

mies. The roles of people, class relations, power asymmetries, indigenous people, 

women, plants and animals are generally ignored or overlooked (Schröder et al., 2019). 

The details of this transformation in the ways of production and consumption are per-

haps intentionally vague. The dominant paradigm of CE excludes potential solutions 

that could challenge the current capitalist order (Hobson & Lynch, 2016) and leaves less 

room for imagination or other visions. The apolitical and conservative framing of CE 

might lead to consumer-citizens not seeing themselves as political and civil society par-

ticipants, who can affect society also in other ways than just by being consumers. 

 

Despite being criticised on many different levels and aspects, due to its popularity, the 

CE discourse can be used as a tool for transformative change. As Genovese and Pansera 

(2021) point out, it is important to try to reshape and affect the language of CE dis-

course because of its increasing popularity and its power to mobilise policy-making. It 

is better to have a diverse idea of CE than separate marginal alternative discourse with 

different language. Regardless of whether there is a perfect definition or model of CE, 

the discourse includes elements that guide us to a direction of ecological sustainability, 

plus it includes some valuable directives to the consumer-citizens of the future. 

 

2.2 Consumer-citizens in the circular economy 

 

Much like the social dimension in CE, so is the role of consumer-citizens underex-

plored. For example, less than 20% of CE definitions include ‘consumption’ as a key 
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factor in interventions (Kirchherr et al., 2017). Majority of research and discussion on 

CE have focused on products, materials, markets and value extraction of energy or re-

source cycles, the very materials and processes that constitute CE (Hobson, 2021). 

However, ‘citizens’ or ‘consumers’ are at a very central place in CE models as the crea-

tors, perpetrators and subjects of the economy as the loops revolve around and return to 

us. Because of this, how our roles and agency are presented, framed and adopted is cru-

cial to whether CE can succeed or fail. Korhonen et al. (2018a, p. 41) call for a “new 

consumption culture” that is critical for the CE and its effort to “reduce the nature-soci-

ety-nature linear throughput flow of materials and energy”. 

 

Often in CE discourses, the role of consumers is underrated and framed as acceptance of 

new forms of provision and production and “buying in” to new services and circular 

products (Hobson & Lynch, 2016). For example, European Commission's announce-

ments of CE adoption seem to frame citizens as inseparable from consumers, whose 

role is to respond correctly to labelling and price signalling, produce less household 

waste and participate in innovative ways of consumption (Hobson & Lynch, 2016). So, 

the agency of people is pruned to one of accepting or rejecting new business models and 

practices that are formulated for them by designers, engineers, economists and policy-

makers (ibid). This de-politicised role of citizens as consumers is in line with the ideo-

logical criticism of the CE as the norms of economic growth and ‘green consumption’ 

remain unquestioned. The de-politicised view of citizens as consumers might also be 

limiting their roles as active political participants in the climate change discussions. As 

Hobson (2021, p. 170) states, the de-politicized framing of consumer-citizens “flies in 

the face of the profound socio-economic transformation that CE proponents suggest the 

framework will usher in”. 

 

When discussing the roles of consumer-citizens in the CE, the shift from owners to us-

ers often emerges (see for example Ellen McArthur foundation, 2013). One of the ‘new’ 

ways of provisioning and production consumer-citizens are invited to accept is that of 

the sharing economy (SE) product service systems (PSS). In these modes, groups of 

consumers share the function and service provided by a physical product, substituting 

the current individual ownership based consumption patterns. This way more value can 

be extracted from the physical resources. The positive claims of these models are in-
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creasingly met by critique towards the gains to be had. For example, it has been criti-

cised that this is a new chance for venture capitalists to monetize the ‘sharing’, that has 

been previously done out of good will or not at all (Schor, 2016). There is some evi-

dence that car sharing, for example, has resulted in reduced environmental impact and 

in more efficient resource use (Meijkamp, 1998). Still, the evidence on benefits is not 

clear and straightforward, as research by Junnila and colleagues (2018) found that re-

duced ownership did not have any noticeable influence on the material or carbon foot-

print of households. Households appeared to spend the saved money from reduced own-

ership on carbon-intensive services (ibid). Junnila and colleagues (2018, p. 11) state, 

that “the circular economy should emphasise simultaneous change in both the produc-

tion and consumption of services, as it seems that simply offering products for rent does 

not automatically reduce the environmental impact of the final demand.” Willingness of 

consumers to take up these new practices is an important topic as well. Replacing tradi-

tional forms of ownership with dematerialized services may neither appeal to consumers 

nor always be feasible for people (Hobson, 2019). Participation in the SE can take time, 

money, human and social capital, assets, skills and capabilities that are not always 

evenly distributed amongst people (Hobson et al., 2021) The same questions apply to 

the CE in general, and there has not been enough exploration of these issues so far.  

 

Research by Korsunova and colleagues (2021) offers a more multifaceted view of citi-

zen roles in the CE. They looked especially at how young adults in Finland envision be-

ing part of CE and delved deeper into the roles citizens can assume in addition to con-

sumers, recyclers and users that are most pronounced in the literature. In addition to the 

traditional roles of consumer, user and recycler, they bring forward the new roles of up-

cycler, thrifter, expert/learner, giver/benefactor and conservationist. The upcycler role 

connects to the theme of repair, including repurposing and customising clothes, for ex-

ample, while enabling the human need for creativity too. The role of thrifter is assigned 

to a person who consciously engages in reasonable consumption, avoids wasting and 

performs, for example, maintenance activities to prolong the life of their possessions. 

The expert/ learner role describes wanting to know more about CE, to get a better un-

derstanding of the system and how to be active participant in it. The giver/ benefactor 

highlights the activities of donating and passing on goods, enabling efficient circulation 

of goods. Finally, the conservationist role reflects how nature is at the core of their val-

ues, realising that nature is the basis to human wellbeing. (Ibid.) Each of these diverse 
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roles assume and require a certain range of skills, qualities, knowledge and material re-

sources. More research would be beneficial to understand what types of skills are asso-

ciated with these roles.  

 

From the previously discussed R-imperatives, the following apply to citizens: refuse, re-

duce, reuse, repair and recycle (Reike et al., 2018). Social and lifestyle movements such 

as minimalism, voluntary simplicity or Zero Waste organisations are focusing on the re-

fuse and reduce imperatives. These movements promote radical reduction of consump-

tion and for example, limiting one’s possessions to a minimum. Participation in these 

grass-root movements, in addition to taking part in environmental activism through for 

example demonstrations or public clean-ups is also a way for citizens to influence the 

public sphere and advance the transition to CE (Stern, 2000).  

 

2.3 Consumption work in the circular economy 

 

Work generally refers to the performance of tasks that require physical or mental effort 

to produce goods or services for human use (Giddens, 2009, p. 886). Sociologically, 

work has been defined, for example, by Keith Grint (2005), considering that the type of 

activity perceived as work varies according to social situations and their interpretations. 

As stated by Grint (2005), work can be defined in relation to leisure, but these bounda-

ries are volatile and have varied over time and culturally. Furthermore, definitions of 

work can be understood as reflections of power; for example, in western societies often 

only paid work is considered actual work and the work done inside homes remains in 

the shadows as it is not appreciated as much (ibid). From a state perspective, people are 

often divided into economically active people who pay taxes and thus participate in the 

provision of welfare services, as well as those who are not economically active. Still, 

unpaid labour is essential for societies and economies to work. 

Miriam Glucksmann and Kathryn Wheeler (2013; 2016) have developed the sociologi-

cal notion of consumption work that is a key part of unpaid labour. By that they mean 

the forms of labour 'necessary for the purchase, use, re-use and disposal of consumption 

goods and services’ (2015, p. 553). This labour includes all forms of consumption; own-
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ership and access-based. The concept draws attention to a set of activities that are essen-

tial to many economic processes as well as consequential for social inequality, but have 

been neglected in the literature so far (Wieser, 2019). 

Hobson et al. (2021) point out that consumption work will be an increasingly integral 

part of people's lives in the CE. In CE we are all encouraged to shift every day practises 

to consume new products and services and participate in the sharing economy. The con-

cept of consumption work allows us to capture the processes involved in the circulation 

and sharing of goods and services that the research on ‘co-creation’ or ‘prosumption’ 

tend to neglect. The sharing economy and new forms of provisioning often claim to au-

tomatically offer more convenience for the consumer. For example, the Ellen MacAr-

thur Foundation (2013) states that CE will eliminate the hassles of premature obsoles-

cence and bring down total ownership costs and deliver higher convenience due to 

avoiding hassles of repairs and returns. However, it has been argued that CE business 

models often assume more demanding forms of consumption work than in the current, 

linear economy of “make, use, dispose” (Wieser, 2019). Researchers such as Hazée et 

al. (2017) have even talked about the ‘burdens of access’. Research has found that some 

people see it as a positive that they do not have to repair, maintain or buy new privately 

owned goods, but it is also found time consuming to borrow or rent goods (Hirschl et 

al., 2003). Some people are experiencing feelings of added responsibility and even anxi-

ety about using non-owned products, and some users feel a need to take better care of 

those items (Cherry & Pidgeon, 2018). The labour related to domestic recycling, such as 

cleaning, sorting and taking items to a recycling station, is vital to the successful func-

tioning of contemporary waste management systems (Wheeler & Glucksmann, 2016). 

Adding to the picture the other consumer/user practices of CE (repairing, reusing and 

sharing), it becomes evident that consumers’ roles in the CE are far beyond just ‘accept-

ing’ novel products and business models. 

Hobson and colleagues (2021) in their recent article Consumption work in the circular 

economy: A research agenda identify some key findings from current literature of con-

sumption work in CE. Firstly, consumption work in CE has so far not been studied sys-

tematically except for Wheeler & Glucksmann’s (2016) research that focused on recy-

cling. Knowledge is scattered throughout studies in concepts like ‘domestic labour’ or 
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‘convenience’ and ‘effort’ that have been used to frame the issue. There is a lack of re-

search on consumption work involved, especially in co-ownership, pooling, repeat ex-

changes and avoidance of packaging (Hobson et al., 2021). Second, it is clear, that 

forms of provisioning associated with CE, including those most strongly associated with 

convenience, involve significant consumption work. For example, it is not proven that 

recycling inside households and new forms of consumption work like sharing and re-

pairing would be more convenient for the consumers. (Ibid.) There is some contradic-

tion as to how these new forms of provisioning that include substantial consumption 

work would be more convenient for the consumers. The general emphasis in the CE lit-

erature seems to be less on consumption work and more on the role of consumers as 

providers. Camacho-Otero and colleagues (2018) raise a question about this weakness: 

“What about the free labour that companies are getting by transferring assembly and re-

pair responsibilities to the consumers?” (2018, p. 18), which is a valid question.  

Hobson et al. (2021) propose some directions worth exploring in this line of research. 

First is the importance of the coordination of consumption work across household activ-

ities. It would be crucial to understand how consumption work is coordinated and navi-

gated in the circular everyday life. Research has mainly focused on one consumption 

practice at a time, such as recycling, repairing goods or renting goods. Secondly, there 

is a need to explore the consumption work and consumption norms, especially to gain 

more information on what part ‘convenience’ plays there. Third, CE consumption work 

requires certain skills and creativity. More information is needed to know what these 

skills are and how citizens can acquire them. Fourth, research suggests that consump-

tion work is often connected to an ethic of care for objects, others and the environment. 

It would be worth studying how to make people feel this care. (Ibid.) Understanding the 

complexities of CE consumption work needs to be part of the research agenda to fully 

evaluate the core claims for the benefits of CE. 

2.4 Skills in the circular economy 

 

The Cambridge Business English dictionary defines skill as a particular ability that you 

develop through training and experience and that is useful in a job or task. Skill refers to 

something one has learned through training or experience and that is what makes it dif-

ferent from qualities or capabilities. In the context of sustainability transitions, skills are 

mainly discussed as working life skills and professional skills. For example, Brundiers 
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and Wiek (2017) think that successful careers in sustainability depend on professional 

skills such as effective and compassionate communication, collaborative teamwork and 

impactful stakeholder engagement, among others. Fohim & Jolly (2021) conducted re-

search on institutional entrepreneurs’ social skills that enable sustainability transitions 

conforming to the multilevel perspective and found similar communicative skills im-

portant. Much less research has been conducted on the consumer-citizens’ skills in sus-

tainability transitions and CE context on the household level. 

 

Camacho-Otero et al. (2020) conducted a case study on clothes swapping and found that 

skills and competences are one important element that enable this practice. They con-

cluded that the organisers of these events need to be skilled in securing sponsors, part-

ners and volunteers as well as skills for planning, management, marketing and logistics. 

In addition to these organisational skills, they needed to have knowledge about environ-

mental and social impacts of the clothing industry to highlight the benefits of the event. 

Participants in clothes swapping needed skills and knowledge for deciding which items 

to take to and from the swapping, recognizing good quality, fashionability and correct 

sizing. (Ibid.) In addition to requiring certain skills and competencies, these initiatives 

can involve significant consumption work. 

 

A literature review by Wieser (2019) provides a short exploration on how skills have 

been discussed specifically in CE consumption work literature. As many CE modes of 

provision engage consumers more actively, consumer engagement in CE involves a 

high degree of skill and creativity on their end (ibid). In the traditional product-service 

literature this learning has been assumed to happen more on the business side, and the 

consumer perspective has been lacking. The necessary skills are found to be lacking in 

many cases, for example, many consumers find it difficult to identify long lasting prod-

ucts when making purchases (European Commission, 2018), secondly competences and 

skills for repair and maintenance are often lacking (e.g. Ackermann et al., 2018; Cole & 

Gnanapragasam, 2017) 

 

Practices related to the sharing economy require skills to overcome the ‘complexity bar-

rier’ described by Hazée et al. (2017) to include the work required to understand, ac-

cess, and use a service. In the context of buying second hand products, for example, a 

research on car boot sales markets, by Crewe & Gregson (1998), illustrates that buying 
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second hand requires many skills like negotiating with vendors, judging the quality of 

items, identifying bargains and knowing when and where one might make good sales. 

These are not just technical skills, but also take a lot of experience. One notable thing is 

that these sales are less ‘scripted’ compared to conventional markets (ibid). This applies 

to the novel modes of provisioning as people might be unsure how the practices are 

‘scripted’ and what that means in relation to consumption work. Wieser (2019) further 

raises the important question of the difficulties and work involved in the unlearning of 

non-circular consumption habits that need to happen alongside acquiring new skills. 

There is often an important element of creativity and fun involved in consumption 

work. Research on mending and repair shows that they are not just about restoring an 

item but filling it with new value and an opportunity for self-expression (Evans, 2005). 

As becomes evident from this literature review, research on CE skills is outdated, scarce 

and mainly focused only on specific circular activities. Research is especially lacking on 

how consumer-citizens organise the CE practices on the household level and how they 

are ‘unlearning’ and resisting the consumer culture and finding new more sustainable 

ways to live.  

 

3 Materials and methods 
 

3.1 Research design 

 

This research is situated in the constructivist paradigm, which is based on the ontologi-

cal assumption that reality is constructed of multiple, socially constructed realities. The 

assumptions guiding the constructivist paradigm are that knowledge is socially con-

structed by people active in the research process and that research is a product of the 

values of researchers and cannot be independent of them (Mertens, 2014). In contrast to 

a positivist approach, the study sees that there is not one objective reality. The chosen 

method, qualitative interviewing, is a powerful tool to capture the voices and the ways 

people make meaning of their experiences (Rabionet, 2011). One of the methodological 

implications of this approach is that the research questions cannot be definitively estab-

lished before the study begins; rather, they will evolve and change as the study pro-

gresses (Mertens, 2014).  
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The aim of the research is to identify consumer-citizens’ skills that are central to imple-

menting CE principles in their everyday life. I decided to interview people who are 

“frontrunners” of CE and doing their best at participating in CE, as presumably they 

have experience and knowledge about the relevant skills. The research utilises a qualita-

tive approach to grasp a better understanding of this novel and underexplored concept. 

 

 

3.2 Recruitment of interviewees 

 

As a material for the thesis, I’m using interview data collected in a research project Cir-

cular Citizens. Working in the project as a research assistant, I have been part of inter-

view planning and data collection, as well as transcribing and analysing. First part of the 

recruitment of interviewees was mapping out circularity-related blogs, Instagram ac-

counts and social movements and organisations in Finland related to Zero Waste, reuse 

and recycling, frugality and minimalism. Invitations to the interviews were posted in the 

groups and organisations with the aim to engage interested and active participants. At 

the same time, leaders of Zero Waste movements were contacted and invited to inter-

views directly (e.g. authors of books, founders of relevant groups on social media). This 

strategy would be called purposeful sampling, where particular settings, persons, or 

events are deliberately selected for the important information they can provide that can-

not be gotten as well from other sources (Maxwell, 2009). In total, 12 sustainability in-

fluencers were contacted directly and invited for an interview. We contacted the organi-

sations of Jalotus ry - Kestävän elämän yhteisö (Community of sustainable living) and 

Aktivistimummot (Activist grannies) and some of their members were willing to be in-

terviewed. In addition, few interviewees were recruited via advertising on the Facebook 

wall of the Zero Waste Finland organisation. Rest of the interviewees were found by 

snowballing; asking the former interviewees if they knew someone who might be a 

good informant. At this point, the aim was to diversify the interviewee group and we 

wanted to hear more from males and older participants. Few were found through the 

recommendations of our interviewees and few were acquaintances of members of our 

research group.  
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Figure 1. Overview of the interviewees (n=20). 

 
 

As one can see from the figure 1, most of the interviewees are female and live in the 

capital region of Finland and are under 40 years old. These features are particularly 

prominent within the group of Finnish sustainability influencers. We wanted to gain a 

more diverse picture of circular citizens and included in the study also senior citizens 

who can live very sustainably even when sustainability is not the “primary goal” of their 

lifestyle. 65% of interviewees are sustainability influencers and 35% are active citizens. 

Half of our interviewees work with sustainability related themes which shows their de-

votion and deep understanding of sustainability. Almost all are highly educated or had 

studied in a higher education at some point.  

 

3.3 Interview process 

 

The interviews were conducted during the year 2021, and due to the Covid19-situation, 

they were conducted on the video call platform Zoom. One interview was conducted via 

email due to the interviewee’s time constraints. I was present in 17 interviews and 4 of 

them were led by me. We always had multiple researchers present in the interviews to 

make sure everything important was discussed and follow-up questions were explored. 

This proved to be a helpful strategy to ensure a more balanced approach in interviewing. 

 

The interviews were conducted in the form of semi-structured interviews. Semi-struc-

tured interviews usually include a blend of closed and open ended questions, accompa-

nied by follow-up, why and how questions (Adams, 2015). Discussion can revolve 

around the topics on the agenda, but may also delve into new, unforeseen issues (ibid). 
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The interviews lasted on average about one hour, which is considered a reasonable max-

imum length for semi-structured interviews to minimise the fatigue for interviewers and 

respondents (Adams, 2015). Semi-structured interviews offered flexibility for the topics 

discussed as well as created a more authentic discussion environment, where the inter-

viewer can respond and ask follow up questions, instead of sticking to a rigid question 

form. The Circular Citizens research project has broader aims to understand the motiva-

tions and challenges circular citizens face, and for this reason more topics than just cir-

cular skills were discussed. Three main themes were discussed in the interviews. First 

one focused on the transformation to sustainable lifestyle, what were the reasons and 

triggers for transformation and what kind of obstacles the respondents faced along the 

way. Second theme focused on the motivations; why the respondents want to live sus-

tainably and what motivates them to perform circular actions and have they influenced 

others or been influenced by others to adopt circular practices. The third topic revolved 

around the circular actions the respondents engage in. We asked which different circular 

practices they are performing and if their families are involved in these, which practices 

are easy and which ones difficult, what kind of resources (e.g. skills, materials) they 

need to be able to carry out the practices and how does the surrounding infrastructure 

and society affect performing these practices. The full interview guide can be found in 

Appendix 1. The guide was developed in collaboration with the research group and ad-

justed a few times based on what was learned in the first interviews.  

 

Executing the interviews through Zoom had its benefits and drawbacks. Benefits were 

efficient scheduling and that it was easier to interview people all around Finland without 

the need to go there physically. Moreover, their own home can be a safe space for the 

interviewees where outsiders cannot hear their answers. Video interviews can offer in-

terviewees a greater sense of anonymity much like in phone calls, so that their answers 

can offer more authenticity (e.g. Irvine et al., 2012; Janghorban et al., 2014). A chal-

lenge of video interviews is that body language does not come across in a similar way 

as in face to face interviews. Usually only the face and upper body are shown on the 

camera and some body language might be undetectable to the interviewer. In some in-

terviews, problems with internet connections occurred, disrupting the flow of the con-

versation. Due to internet problems, one interviewee had to turn off their camera. One 

of the interviewees was with a baby, who was requiring their attention, which resulted 
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in somewhat shorter answers on their part. Overall, the interviews were successful, tech-

nologically functioning and felt natural in terms of discussion.  

 

3.4 Analysis method 

 

The analysis method of the thesis, thematic analysis, is developed from the social con-

structionist paradigm. Thematic analysis is a qualitative method that goes beyond count-

ing words or phrases, and is used to identify and analyse recurring patterns of meaning 

(i.e. themes) in the data (Guest et al., 2012). Thematic analysis is quite similar to con-

tent analysis, which has stronger quantitative and positivist elements. In thematic analy-

sis, codes are usually developed to represent the identified themes and applied or linked 

to the data as markers for later analysis. Analyses can include, for example: comparing 

code frequencies, identifying code co-occurrence and graphical displays of relationships 

between codes within a data set. (Ibid.) Coding categories can also form a hierarchy of 

categories (Joffe & Yardley, 2003). According to Joffe, (2011, p. 210) “the end result of 

a thematic analysis should highlight the most salient constellations of meanings present 

in the dataset.” Guest et al. (2012) remind that generally, reliability is important to con-

sider in thematic analysis because much interpretation goes into defining the codes and 

applying the codes to chunks of text. The analysis and coding process followed abduc-

tive reasoning. I wanted to allow as much openness to the data as possible to let the rel-

evant skills emerge from the interviewees' experiences. However, existing literature and 

theory was guiding the analysis as I was focusing specifically on skills and consumption 

work which were guiding my attention and analysis during the process.  

 

3.5 Conduction of analysis 

 

The analysing process began by transcribing the interviews. I transcribed 15 interviews 

myself, one was already in text format as it was an email interview and the rest were 

transcribed by a company due to time constraints in the research project. The transcrip-

tions were done in sufficient precision as we were mostly interested in what was said 

and not how it was produced. The quotes presented in the thesis are translated by me 

with as much accuracy as possible.  
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The typical process of thematic analysis includes six phases (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

These steps include 1) familiarising oneself with the data and identifying items of po-

tential interest, 2) generating initial codes that identify important features in the data 

that are relevant to answering the research questions and applying codes to interesting 

parts of the dataset. Then, 3) searching for themes, examining the codes and collected 

data to identify broader patterns of meaning, and 4) reviewing themes, applying the po-

tential themes to the dataset to determine if they provide convincing answers to the re-

search question. Here themes may be redefined, split, combined or discarded. Finally, 

one needs to 5) define and name themes and develop a detailed analysis of each theme 

and 6) produce a report; weaving together the analytic narrative and data segments and 

relating the analysis to existing literature.  

 

The analysis process followed along the lines that Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested. 

The process did not proceed in a chronological way and I had to move between different 

phases of the analysis, which is quite typical for a data-driven analysis. Self-reflective-

ness was an important part of the analysis and reviewing the codes, categories and find-

ings was an ongoing process. The qualitative data analysis and research software At-

las.ti was used in the coding process. I began by reading all the interview transcripts and 

coded ‘skills’ whenever the respondents discussed having or needing some skills. After 

this, I coded for the different circular actions that they described doing. These practices 

were then categorised according to the definition of consumption work; to the purchase, 

use, re-use and disposal stages of goods and services. What was noteworthy at this point 

is that not all circular actions the interviewees practiced fit in the framework of con-

sumption work. Therefore, I utilized the combination of consumption work concept, 

Reike and colleagues’ (2018) 5 R framework and insight from Van Buren et al (2016), 

to build the final coding framework, that included also the categories of declining con-

sumption and other actions. After this, I studied the different circular actions and looked 

at what kind of skills the respondents describe using when performing these. Then I 

started categorising the different skills I had discovered and named them. I made some 

adjustments along the way and came up with the relevant categories, sub-categories and 

descriptions for the skills. A research diary was utilised during the analysis process and 

was found helpful.  
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Figure 2. Example of the categorising process utilising mind mapping. 

 

 
 

3.6 Ethics and validity 

 

Ethical issues were considered throughout the research process. The interviewees partic-

ipated voluntarily and were free to opt in or out of the study at any point in time. Mainly 

they seemed quite happy about furthering CE research. The participants were not given 

any reward for participating, except that the research project offered to write a story 

about them on the project website. The idea is to offer some visibility to the sustainabil-

ity influencers and communicate findings of the study in layperson’s language. Partici-

pants knew the purpose, benefits, risks, and funding behind the study before they agreed 

or declined to join and all the information was provided to them by email. Issues with 

anonymity are considered throughout the research process, and no participant is recog-

nizable in the thesis. The participants’ personal data is protected and confidentiality is 

secured as much as possible. Possible sources of harm for the participants were mini-

mised. Psychological harm was minimised by not asking too sensitive questions regard-

ing, for example, family situations or other topics that might have brought up negative 

emotions like shame or anxiety. Throughout the thesis, I’ll be using gender-neutral 

“they” pronouns about the individual interviewees to further ensure their anonymity as 

much as possible.  
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There are some methodological challenges of how consumption work can be studied, as 

it is part of the private, domestic sphere, and often very habitual and conditioned by un-

articulated norms. It might have been difficult for interviewees to bring up something 

that is so integral to their own life and to which they are so used to. It is always difficult 

to research something that ‘doesn’t exist’ in the everyday language and getting a grasp 

of consumption work would happen through concepts like ‘effort’ or ‘convenience’ and 

how the interviewees talk about what they are doing to be part of CE. We asked the in-

terviewees about the skills that they think are important in CE and some were hesitant to 

offer answers. It might be that they have never thought about this or they do not want to 

give the impression that you should learn new things and do a lot of research before you 

can be part of CE, as that could be bad for the promotion of CE. In this sense, there 

could have been some social desirability bias. We tried to overcome this hurdle, by try-

ing to ask about the challenges by asking what should be improved, so that circular 

practices were easier for people. In addition, many interviewees had very gradually, and 

over a long period of time, changed their lifestyle to a more circular direction and be-

cause of this, it might be difficult to realise what skills they had to acquire.  

 

I, myself generally try to live as much based on the principles of the CE as possible and 

I have my own ideas about consumption work and the relevant skills. Of course, elimi-

nating the influence of the researcher is impossible, so the goal is to understand and 

acknowledge it and use it productively. According to Maxwell (2009), using one’s own 

experiences in research can provide a major source of insights, hypotheses, and validity 

checks. Of course, one shouldn’t impose assumptions and values on research uncriti-

cally. The term ‘critical subjectivity’ by Reason (1988, p. 12) refers to the “quality of 

awareness in which we do not suppress our primary experience; nor do we allow our-

selves to be swept away and overwhelmed by it; rather we raise it to consciousness and 

use it as part of the inquiry process”. My own experiences with the topic helped to un-

derstand for example what types of circular activities the interviewees might be per-

forming in order to ask in more detail about them. 
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4 Findings 
 

 

In this chapter I will provide an overview of the circular activities that the interviewees 

describe performing in their everyday lives. This shows the multitude of the ways in 

which they engage and promote CE. Then I will present the identified skill categories 

and their subcategories of relevant skills with quotes. I also discuss some other findings 

that emerge from the data that are related to the skills and capabilities of people’s CE 

participation. Overview of the identified CE skills is presented in table 4, p. 37. 

 

4.1 Circular activities 

 

Answering my research question involves considerations of the circular actions citizens 

undertake. Analysis of the circular actions was necessary to access the skills and there-

fore I present them here to illustrate what are the actions that might require “circular 

skills”.  

 

Table 3. How the interviewees take part in the circular economy. 

 
Stage: Decline Avoid consumption 

Refuse free goods 

Avoid single use  

Stage: Purchase Favour ecological & ethical products 

Favour less packaging 

Favour recycled material products 

Buy durable & good quality 

Research on durability and quality 

Buy second hand 

Stage: Use Use up 

Maintenance activities (by self or services)  

Rent instead of buying 

Borrow & share 

Stage: Reuse Reuse materials 

Reusable products 

Repair (by self or services) 

Stage: disposal Recycle 

Compost 

Sell second hand 

Responsible disposal of goods (e.g. donating) 

Others Uphold biodiversity 

Community farming 

Civic engagement 

Promote CE through work & profession 

Promote CE through organizations 
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Influence and educate others 

DIY practices 

 

 

Table 3 shows the circular actions the interviewees describe taking part in. Categorising 

these actions using an existing framework proved to be a difficult task. I tried categoris-

ing them according to the 5 R framework by Reike et al. (2018) which includes the no-

tions of refuse, reduce, reuse, repair and recycle, but soon realised that the framework 

doesn’t quite suit my findings and the majority of the actions would have gone under 

the category “other actions”. I decided not to use the R-imperative framework in my 

thesis as a starting point, because they vary so greatly and it seems that there is much 

room for interpretation of which circular actions go under which R-imperatives. This 

has also been acknowledged by Reike and colleagues (2018). For example, the action of 

doing research on products doesn’t fit under any of the 5 R-imperatives and using reusa-

ble products would go under both reduce and reuse. 

 

I decided to utilise the definition of consumption work as a starting point for categorisa-

tion as it highlights the work consumers perform at the stages of purchase, use, reuse 

and disposal of goods (Wheeler & Glucksmann, 2016). The stage of decline was added 

because declining different things and reducing consumption was quite clearly high-

lighted in the data and it is an integral part of the definition of CE by Van Buren et al. 

(2016). This category was added from the 5 R framework, accounting for refuse and re-

duce (Reike et al., 2018). In a way, it is still connected to consumption as it is “non-con-

sumption”. Actually, the stage of Reuse occurs in both of these combined categorisa-

tions for actions. The category “other actions'' was added because the interviewees are 

describing actions that are not related to consumption. The section “other actions” 

shows that citizens can engage with the CE in multiple ways. For example, taking part 

in civic engagement and organisations shows that people do not think of themselves 

only as consumers but also as being able to influence our society through the third sec-

tor and political realm (e.g. Spaargaren & Oosterveer, 2010). Engaging in DIY practices 

and making for example cosmetics or clothes themselves and being part of community 

farming show that citizens can create new value for the economy and not just ‘consume’ 

things. This finding is in line with Korsunova and colleagues' (2021) research on peo-

ple’s roles in CE. The built framework combines the idea of consumption work and CE 
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imperatives, offering a new way of looking at the participation of consumer-citizens in 

the CE.  

 

In the context of circular actions, most often was mentioned reducing consumption and 

buying things only when needed, favouring second hand options and recycling. Least 

was mentioned maintenance activities and renting. Car was an item that was most often 

borrowed or rented, but overall renting items was not very common. The interviewees 

knew about renting options for tools and clothes, for example, but stated that they do 

not need these services very often.  

 

4.2 Circular skills  

 

Here I present the identified CE related skills. The objective of this study is not to make 

definitive comparisons of possessed skills among different participant groups based on 

their age or gender, but I will discuss these differences if they emerge clearly from the 

data. Quotes are presented with each skill to increase the transparency of my interpreta-

tion and thus validity of the results.  

 

4.2.1 Manual skills 

 

First set of identified skills are manual skills. These include for example sewing and 

technical repairs as well as generally “being handy”. Manual skills are needed for repair 

and mending and repurposing materials. These skills are brought up by the interviewees 

most confidently and identified as very relevant for a circular way of life.  

 

Interviewer: “Do you feel that you need some specific skills, so that you can live 

a sustainable life?” 

Respondent: “Yeah, you maybe need some craftsmanship skills. Not just sewing 

skills but kind of like working with your hands and problem solving or like mak-

ing something with your hands especially to be able to repair.” 

 

The interviewees explained that they have gained these skills mostly from their child-

hood home, passed along from their parents or grandparents. The internet was men-

tioned often as a source for skills and information. Concerning manual skills, there are 

no big differences according to gender; both men and women described sewing and 
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similarly not being able to sew very well. Men mentioned doing more technical repairs 

like bicycle repairs more.  

 

“Well, I try to repair as much as possible with my own hands, also clothes, I 

have learned a lot to repair in the last years. I have this hobby, that is bicycle 

repair, so mine and friends’ bicycles, they are relatively simple devices, when 

you get acquainted with them, you can learn to repair them. And then me and my 

friends can save a lot of money, when you know how to do something with your 

hands. Well, I myself also enjoy it, when I have manual skills. So, those are 

maybe the two examples, what I repair myself. The clothes are consumption 

goods, so those you can quite a lot, increase their life cycle by repairing.” 

 

Older respondents tend to be a bit more manually skilled, but some younger participants 

are very skilled too. This is likely because our group of interviewees is not meant to be 

representative of the Finnish population, but are specifically chosen because they are 

skilled in circular practices. According to Cantell (2016), in recent years, children's fine 

motor skills have decreased, and the level of requirements for crafts done at schools 

have had to be eased. It is likely that older generations are more manually skilled as the 

importance of handicraft in traditional society has been mundane and part of everyday 

life (Heikkinen, 1996). People used to make the products they used themselves before 

industrialization in Finland. It was an honour to be manually skilled and able to make 

the needed products. According to the respondents, doing repairs themselves was eco-

nomically sensible, but also relaxing and enjoyable in some cases. The respondents fur-

ther note that if they do not have skills for repair, there are many repair services that can 

be used: 

 

Interviewer: “Are there still some practices you would like to adopt to your eve-

ryday life, but for some reason haven’t done so yet?” 

Respondent: “Well yeah, maybe like doing repairs by myself. Learning to repair 

by myself, repairing clothing and that sort of thing, in that I’m very lazy and in-

efficient. But luckily there are services that can be used, so that sometimes I 

have sent clothes for someone or taken them to some sewing shop to be repaired, 

but in a way, it’s something that I would like to improve in, but also very happily 

buy the services from someone who is doing it professionally.” 

 

 

4.2.2 Skills of “thinking outside the box” 

 

One interviewee was able to crystallise quite well what this set of skills is about:  
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“I feel like, if you can even call this a skill, but a certain creativity and problem 

solving skills you maybe need to have, because if you want to live sustainably or 

in that way, you have to be able to see things out of the box and start thinking 

differently, for example, if I’m baking: do I need a separate bowl or can I just 

use a saucepan or something else, and if I have, or if I buy this glass container, 

so that I can freeze things in it and put it in the oven and utilise it like that.” 

 

Based on my analysis, there are three subcategories of skills for this section: creativity, 

open mindedness and questioning norms. They are all connected in a way as you can 

see from the quote above, but are sometimes brought up separately. Creativity is im-

portant in coming up with new purposes for already owned items so that there is less 

need to buy new goods as illustrated in the quote below. It also emerges in the context 

of reducing food waste by creative cooking with leftovers and repurposing items and 

materials. Using creativity in repurposing materials was a source of joy and meaning for 

some interviewees. 

 

“But for example creativity helps if you think of new purposes for what you al-

ready own and, something like how you can reduce consumption.” 

 

Open mindedness includes curiosity and openness to experiment. The respondents de-

scribed that you need to be interested in things and find out about them, as well as open 

to experiments or doing things in a new way. To overcome the habits and your mind’s 

barriers for new practices. It also includes the ability to accept that you might have been 

doing something “wrong” and be open to making changes to your lifestyle and everyday 

life. 

“But other skills you need, well, in my opinion, kind of open mind and readiness 

to question, because it’s terribly awkward to realise that you have been doing 

something foolishly or wrong, or in a way that is destroying nature…” 

 

Thirdly, the respondents feel like you need to be able to question consumption related 

norms and resist the consumption culture and society. They might describe that they use 

clothes that are not in tip-top condition or that they haven’t bought something that oth-

ers think are “essential” in their situation in life. For example, a few interviewees de-

scribe that when having children, others assume they would have to buy a car or bathtub 

but they decide not to do so. Others describe that it is difficult living sustainably in a so-

ciety that wants us to consume more and more all the time: 

 

“Sometimes it’s difficult because here we are all the time fed everything that we 

should have all the time something better and newer and fancier and so on and 
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somehow it is, kind of like the consumption has maybe been a challenge in a 

way.” 

 

Interviewees represent successful resistance to consumer society in a positive light. Sev-

eral say that they feel more at ease when they are less focused on consuming and that 

they are happier and have more time to do the things they actually enjoy. One inter-

viewee, for example, said as they consume less, they can work less, and have more free 

time. In this set of skills, there are no notable gender differences, but it seems like this 

was brought up more by younger participants. This finding clearly connects to the pre-

viously discussed idea of “unlearning” old, non-circular consumption patterns. The 

older participants of the study explained that they grew up after the second world war, 

with very little material resources and learned to be thrifty and frugal because they had 

to. Perhaps the younger participants have grown more into the consumer society and 

they have more need for “unlearning” those ideals. The younger interviewees described 

that social movements like minimalism and voluntary simplicity have helped them to 

question the consumerist values and that they found these ideas mainly on the internet 

and social media. 

 

4.2.3 Research and communication skills 

 

This section includes research, communication and computer skills. They are presented 

together as they are linked together in the interviewees’ responses. Researching and 

communicating take place mostly online in regards to the circular lifestyle. The con-

ducted research on most sustainable solutions by the interviewees is often communi-

cated forward to other people in sustainability themed social media accounts. 

 

The interviewees describe doing a lot of research before they decide to purchase some-

thing. They want to find information on the ethicalness, sustainability, durability, qual-

ity and reparability of products as well as where it is made, by whom and where the 

used materials are from. Basically, they want to find out the most sustainable option that 

suits their needs. According to the interviewees, it is very difficult to determine the most 

sustainable option as one interviewee describes not knowing if it is more sustainable to 

rent a different dress for parties or buy one and always use that. The interviewees de-

scribe the process of finding information on products as “detective work”, very difficult 
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and laborious as they need to go through many websites and online stores to find sus-

tainable options or find information themselves. It is important to know where to find 

information that can be trusted. Furthermore, media literacy skills are needed to be able 

to recognise, for example, greenwashing: 

 

“Of course also that, for example really good and genuine circular economy so-

lutions or disputably sustainable products are so scarce that it’s often detective 

work and guessing what is a good option and what is maybe greenwashing.” 

 

The main sources of information are the internet and googling. Some interviewees say 

that they are acting as “information banks” for others and happily answer questions 

when their acquaintances are struggling with sustainability related questions. According 

to the data, younger participants mention doing more research. This could be because 

younger people use the internet more and in a more versatile manner than senior citi-

zens (Rasi et al., 2019). Senior citizens have generally less media literacy skills (ibid), 

so recognising greenwashing might be a difficult task for them. 

 

Communication skills come up in the interviews regarding second-hand sales and in-

spiring others to take up circular practices. The interviewees describe that you need 

communication skills when buying or selling second hand on online marketplaces, as 

you might need to negotiate, or ask for more information on the products and arrange 

for pickups or deliveries. One respondent noted that you need a certain social ability and 

shouldn’t get for example too nervous about the situations. In a more academic lan-

guage, these sales are less “scripted” than buying from a regular store (Crewe & Greg-

son, 1998) and consumer-citizens need skills to cope with the lack of scriptedness and 

overcome it. 

 

“I can be in contact with people, for example in Tori.fi [second-hand online 

marketplace], there so many different kinds of sellers and dudes, and sometimes 

you can’t really make sense of some pictures or texts and then it takes a certain 

patience and social ability to find out what is going on and is this sale possible 

or not, so maybe those kinds of things can help.” 

 

Another important context where communication skills are needed is inspiring others to 

take up more circular practices and explaining one’s lifestyle to others. The interview-

ees do not want to impose their views on others but they say that positivity and humour 

help convey sustainability messages. One person gives an example where their friend 



 32 

mentioned needing new furniture and then they encouraged the friend to check out the 

local auction that had some nice furniture. They explained that it is always better to give 

advice when it is asked of them and through positive tips, than by saying to someone 

they are doing something wrong or in a way that is destroying nature. Another influ-

encer mentions that when they utilise a humorous approach in their social media posts, 

they receive more visibility, likes and comments. The topic of communication applies 

similarly to raising children in an era of climate crisis and one respondent explains that 

they discuss a lot with their children about environmental issues and they try to frame it 

so that the child gets a sense of agency and realise that they can be part of the move-

ment towards sustainable society. Communicating with relatives and friends who do not 

share the same ideas on sustainable lifestyle is sometimes difficult and few interviewees 

describe having to communicate over and over to their relatives that they do not want to 

receive physical gifts, for example.  

 

Research and communication skills are connected to computer skills. In order to use 

online second hand marketplaces and find information on global production chains, one 

needs IT and social media skills. The interviewees mention using Google, social media 

such as Facebook and online second hand marketplaces like Tori. They need to be able 

to communicate in the language that the platform calls for and follow guidelines and so-

cial norms of different groups. Moreover, rental and repair options are found online in 

most cases and one older participant said that their grandchildren have helped them to 

find some maintenance services, for example. 

 

”Yeah, it takes time and then of course social media skills and tori [second-hand 

online marketplace] using skills, so it requires that you can use those services 

and you are using for example Facebook, where you can ask for some useful 

items in flea market groups.” 

 

 

4.2.4 Prioritising and organising skills 

 

The interviewees describe needing skills in prioritising their circular actions and plan-

ning ahead in order to be able to make some circular choices. In a way, both skills are 

related to management of time and effort. Prioritising skills denote knowing what are 

the most influential and important things for your carbon footprint and being able to fo-

cus on those actions. The interviewees describe lacking these skills in the beginning of 

their transition to a more sustainable lifestyle and for example spending 15 minutes 
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comparing different crushed tomatoes at the grocery store, trying to figure out what is 

the most ecologically friendly packaging option. They explain that they thought too 

much about relatively insignificant things. They described going too far with, for exam-

ple, Zero Waste lifestyle and having to go to multiple stores to find everything without 

packaging. Then they had realised that they needed to loosen up a bit and make the life-

style more suitable for them. They say it is important to not to try to be too perfect with 

the sustainable lifestyle as there are endless ways to always be better, but it is not very 

likely one has energy to do everything.  

 

Several interviewees note that the Zero Waste movement might be a bit misleading as it 

focuses a lot on packaging waste, when we should be thinking about the bigger picture. 

Few also note that sustainable lifestyle should be more focused on civic engagement, 

because it is not the individual consumers who are causing most emissions. The inter-

viewees have developed several prioritising strategies, for example, they choose to fo-

cus on the sustainability of what is inside the grocery packaging, not to the sustainabil-

ity of the packaging option. Some say that they no longer avoid plastic packaging so 

much, because it is nowadays collected and recycled. Some choose to focus on the big-

ger picture and things like smaller housing and plant based diet, things that by calculat-

ing can be proven to reduce carbon emissions. 

 

“Because we should be focused on compact and cooler housing and emission-

free energy and reducing private car use and plant based diets, so if we get 

stuck on discussing something like greenhouse tomatoes versus imported toma-

toes, when the important thing is that you should be doing tomato sauce instead 

of meat sauce, that’s the challenge, and it feels like partly due to ignorance, and 

also some parties on purpose are distorting the focus.” 

 

According to the interviewees, organising skills are helpful, when buying things second 

hand, because it might take time to find what they need or want. They must anticipate 

the need and start looking for items early on from online marketplaces and traditional 

flea markets. Especially families with children experience this challenge because they 

need to make purchases for children, sometimes very suddenly as they notice something 

is too small, for example. The skill of anticipating needs, similarly comes up with rental 

options, because you should check in advance if the options are available and where 

they need to be picked up. This is in line with the findings of research by Hazée et al. 

(2017), which found that consumers are facing complexity and convenience barriers 
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with access-based services and they might not be as convenient as has been envisioned. 

Organising and planning applies to grocery shopping too, as the interviewees say that 

they avoid food waste by careful planning. 

 

Interviewer: “Do you feel like you need to plan well in advance everything you 

do?”  

Respondent: “Well yeah, in that sense yes, that if I feel like I need to buy for ex-

ample a new coat for autumn then I need to start looking for it early on, so that I 

can find a second-hand option and so on.” 

 

 

4.2.5 Household skills 

 

Household skills include skills for maintaining goods and keeping them in good condi-

tion, cooking skills to reduce food waste, and recycling skills. Regarding maintenance 

skills, the respondents describe maintaining their bicycles and taking care of their shoes 

by polishing, for example. Skills are needed to repair, maintain household goods and to 

keep things clean and in good condition. One interviewee mentions that they think it is 

important to use things correctly and respectfully with the right tools and treatments. 

Respondents give examples of washing sheets in correct temperatures and programs so 

they do not turn yellow and taking care of a wool sweater, not ruining it with incorrect 

washing methods. 

 

“One of my favourite talking points regarding ecological life is that by doing 

household work correctly and cleaning well and often enough with the right 

tools, it prolongs the life of goods and possessions a lot, the sort of smart and 

good housekeeping is something I have learned from [childhood] home, due to 

which my sheets don’t turn yellow because they are washed correctly…” 

 

The interviewees describe skills related to food that revolve around reducing food waste 

and packaging, for example. They reduce food waste by cooking creatively with lefto-

vers and by careful planning. One respondent gives an example that their grandmother 

used to not waste any food and make “bread soup” out of bread scraps, lingonberries 

and sugar for dessert. The respondent mentioned that they time their grocery shopping 

so that they can buy “red labelled products” that are sold at reduced price because the 

use-by-date is approaching. Some respondents mentioned making food items such as 

bread themselves, which reduces packaging materials. Several interviewees are collect-

ing wild foods from nature, such as herbs, berries and mushrooms. These forms of pro-

vision include less packaging and involve an element of citizens creating value, instead 
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of “just consuming”. Almost all interviewees discussed learning vegetarian and vegan 

recipes and nutritional values of plant based diets but this falls outside the scope of CE. 

 

“I avoid food waste to the last. I am very creative cooking with leftovers, how-

ever I mainly aim to prevent food waste by careful planning and cooking only 

when needed.” 

 

Interestingly, only a few interviewees said that recycling takes skill but overall the inter-

viewees seem very skilled when it comes to recycling. They illustrate skill and 

knowledge on how to sort different fractions, where the fractions need to be taken for 

recycling and if some packaging options should be avoided and some preferred because 

of their recyclability. Respondents have gained skills for composting and knowledge on 

what can be burned in fireplaces and so on. One person mentioned that they took old 

mobile phones to recycling but had to ask their grandchildren's help for deleting the data 

from the phones. Another respondent mentions having 8 different bins in their kitchen. 

Organising the recycling point inside the home, most likely takes a certain skill too. Re-

cycling was mentioned by all as a circular action the interviewees perform and it could 

be that the skills related to that are taken for granted. It is often one of the first things 

people start doing when transforming their lifestyle to a more sustainable direction. 

 

“…well, I think they should just about teach recycling skills, because it takes 

skill at least in my opinion, because it has taken a lot of time to learn how to sort 

different things.” 

 

 

4.2.6 Expertise of second hand marketplaces and materials 

 

The interviewees discuss that making sustainable and circular choices is easier when 

you have experience of different kinds of marketplaces and you have knowledge of ma-

terials. Expertise of second-hand marketplaces refers to experience of different second-

hand marketplaces online and traditional second hand shops, so you can decide where it 

is best to look for certain items. Furthermore, knowing different flea market events and 

what kind of sellers or buyers there are usually, helps. This applies most likely also to 

selling goods second hand and knowing where and how to reach potential buyers. These 

findings are validating the findings of a research from 1998 by Crewe & Gregson on car 

boot sales, where they found that to take part in the second-hand sales, participants need 

to know where and when these sales take place and when it is a good time to find bar-

gains. 
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“Somehow I feel that nowadays I can more easily find what I need because I 

know different kinds of flea markets and I know if there is a flea market on the 

weekend in a specific location, that there are certain types of people selling cer-

tain kinds of things.” 

 

Expertise of materials is important, so that people can recognise good quality in prod-

ucts. The interviewees talk about this issue, especially in relation to textiles. They say 

that by looking at the seams of clothes, one can determine their quality and one re-

spondent even says that they know just by feeling the fabric, if it is durable or not. Fur-

thermore, repurposing some materials requires knowledge of materials. One respondent 

raised this issue that people are sometimes doing crafts and repurposing hazardous ma-

terials such as video tapes, that are harmful to health. The respondent shares information 

and raises awareness about this issue and educates people in repurposing groups. Older 

participants seemed to bring this up more. This could be because the skill is in a way 

connected to the craftsmanship that has earlier had a more prominent role in the every-

day lives of people.  

 

“Those who have not handled fabrics or sewn themselves, for example, it’s 

probably quite difficult to assess the material of seams and fabrics, because in 

fabrics it makes a big difference, if they are manufactured of long fibres or short 

fibres in wool, linen and cotton or whatever. For example, with sheets, I know 

right away that okay, this is very short fibred, and it won’t stay neat and intact 

for long.” 

 

 

4.2.7 No skills needed 

 

Lastly, some respondents didn’t think you need specific skills to live a circular lifestyle. 

In addition to saying that no specific skills are required, the interviewees note that you 

can live a more circular lifestyle with many different skill sets or that you only need cer-

tain values, attitude or awareness. For example, one interviewee stated that they do not 

think that circular actions take skill, but in the next sentence they say that you need to 

be able to look for information. Here some social desirability bias might be at play, and 

the respondents might not want to make sustainable and circular ways of life seem diffi-

cult. On the other hand, the question might have been strange for them, and might be 

that they had never thought about this before.  

 

“Well, I can’t think of any skills, but maybe they are more like values and that 

sort of thing.” 
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Table 4, overview of circular skills. 

 

Skill category  Skills Example 

Manual skills Manual skills General manual skills; sewing and being handy. Being 

able to repair things and repurpose materials.   

 

 

 

Skills of thinking 

outside the box  

Creativity Being able to come up with new uses for items and way to 

repurpose materials. Using what you have instead of buy-

ing new.  

Open mindedness Openness to experimenting, curiosity.  

Questioning norms Finding ways to resist consumer society and norms re-

lated to consuming. 

 

 

 

 

Research and com-

munication skills 

Research skills Being able to look for information on the sustainability 

and durability of products, recognizing greenwashing. 

Finding out the most sustainable option. 

Communication 

skills 

Being able to communicate with other people. Negotiat-

ing on online marketplaces as well as inspiring others 

with humour and positivity to adopt sustainable practises. 

Computer skills Being able to find things second hand on online market-

places and finding rent or repair services. 

 

 

Prioritising and or-

ganising skills 

Prioritising  Knowing what are the most influential things to your car-

bon footprint. Not getting “caught up” on small things. 

Organising skills Being able to plan what you are going to need; when buy-

ing second hand it takes time to find what you need. Simi-

larly anticipating rental needs. 

 

 

 

 

Household skills 

Maintenance skills Household and maintenance skills. For example, taking 

care of shoes, bicycles and washing textiles and clothes 

correctly so they keep in good condition. 

Cooking skills Being able to reduce food waste by planning and cooking 

creatively as well as being able to make bread and other 

food items yourself. 

Recycling skills Knowledge on how to sort different fractions. 

 

 

Expertise of second 

hand marketplaces 

and materials 

Knowledge of sec-

ond hand market-

places 

Knowing the best second hand marketplaces for certain 

items you need. 

Knowledge of ma-

terials 

Being able to recognise good quality on textiles and other 

items. In the context of repurpose, knowledge of hazard-

ous materials. 

No skills needed No skills needed Respondent did not feel like you would need any specific 

skills. 
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4.3 Other findings 

 

In addition to skills, the respondents stated that circular actions also require other re-

sources. According to them, one needs time and energy to take part in CE. This reveals 

the consumption work aspect that is indeed quite prominent in a circular lifestyle at the 

moment. For example, one interviewee mentions that they are retired and thus they have 

the time to go grocery shopping at a time when red labelled (soon-to-expire) products 

are placed on the shelves. Especially interviewees that had small children, felt that it 

might be easier to live in a “non-circular” way. However, money did not seem to be an 

issue regarding participation in the CE. The interviewees note that as they reduce over-

all consumption, more money is saved. Although more sustainable and good quality 

products and repair services might be expensive, they felt that the saved money goes to 

“less stuff of better quality and services”. Thus, according to the interviewees this life-

style is not more expensive, they just use their money differently or actually even save 

money.  

“But that, whether you have the resources of time and energy to think ecologi-

cally about your diet, this requires that, for example, not all your energy goes to 

worrying about unemployment or sickness or some other difficult life situation. 

But basically, if you have energy, well then it’s not too difficult an issue, that 

you couldn’t find out about it. But, it’s not always up to you.” 

 

Another interesting finding is about how the interviewees feel about CE. They mostly 

think it is a good notion that should be promoted. Some interviewees noted that we need 

other reforms in addition to CE, regarding for example clean energy, transportation, 

plant based diets etc. Some of the interviewees even adopt a critical stance towards CE. 

One respondent notes that CE is not highlighting enough that we need to radically re-

duce consumption and get used to a new kind of scarcity. Another respondent argues 

that CE might have some unfruitful effects for sustainability regarding consumers. They 

feel that for some CE is a way to justify their excessive consumption with fast circula-

tion of goods. The idea is that some think it is okay to buy goods, because you can al-

ways sell them forward and get some of your money back. They further criticise the 

current sustainability discussion for being focused too much on individuals and that re-

sponsibility is shoved on consumers. They even question who benefits from the circula-

tion of goods and materials. They conclude that in a way, the easiness of reselling activ-

ities, might be a drawback of CE.  
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Lastly I could discuss where these skills are from. Mostly the circular skills seem to be 

gained from the childhood home, from parents or other relatives. The grandmother 

seems to be a great source of household and crafts skills, in the light of the data. It was 

quite common to name the grandmother as the inspiration and role model for sustaina-

ble actions. The interviewees similarly described acquiring information and skills from 

school and other education as well as through their work and profession. These sources 

apply especially to recycling skills and prioritising skills. Interviewees mention organi-

sations such as Marttaliitto and Scouts that have taught them manual skills like mainte-

nance and repair skills. The Internet and social media are often mentioned as infor-

mation and skill sources when it comes to creativity, questioning norms, DIY activities 

and repurposing and repairing items. The respondents also mention “learning by doing” 

as an important strategy on how to acquire the skills.  

 

5 Discussion and conclusions 
 

5.1 Main findings 

 

The thesis sheds light on the social dimension of CE and what is expected and required 

of citizens in the CE. Moreover, it provides information on how citizens engage and co-

ordinate CE practices on the household level. The research gap of citizens’ CE skills has 

been identified by several researchers (e.g. Hobson et al., 2021; Korsunova et al., 2021; 

Wieser, 2019) and the thesis attempts to fill this gap. One clear finding is that the roles 

of consumer-citizens are in fact much more diverse than much of the literature suggests. 

The interviewees take part in CE by refraining from consumption, consuming sensibly 

as well as by promoting CE, taking part in co-creation and formulating new practices. 

They go far beyond “accepting” new products and ways of provision. One of my contri-

butions to this line of research is the framework created for categorising circular con-

sumption work to explain how people take part in CE. The built framework offers a new 

way of looking at participation of consumer-citizens in the CE. What was notable in the 

descriptions of our interviewees' circular everyday practices, renting or being a “user” is 

not quite the “domestic reality” even for these frontrunners of CE. The discussion on 

consumers as users is prominent in the visions of CE futures (Ellen MacArthur Founda-

tion, 2013), but my research shows that it still needs to be developed and made easier 

for consumer-citizens.  
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The research question was: what are the relevant skills of consumer-citizens in the cir-

cular economy? I answer this question utilising a qualitative approach to analyse inter-

views with citizens active in CE. Manual skills in particular were identified by the inter-

viewees as central to performing circular activities. This includes skills such as sewing 

and technical skills that enable repair and repurposing materials. The interviewees 

clearly also possess divergent thinking skills and abilities to think creatively, for exam-

ple about the ways you can use a certain item. They are also skilful in questioning con-

sumption related social norms. Research and communication skills are central for active 

citizens as they are trying to figure out the most sustainable options and inspire others 

with humour and positivity to take part in the circular economy. The interviewees also 

described often utilising organising and prioritising skills that revolve around time man-

agement. They need to make decisions and prioritise certain actions that preferably are 

quite influential in terms of their carbon footprint. Also, when buying products second-

hand they should start looking for the items early and with rental options, the need 

should be anticipated and planned. Another identified set of skills are household skills. 

These include maintenance skills of household goods and clothes, cooking skills to 

avoid food waste by using creativity, and planning as well as recycling skills on sorting 

different fractions. The respondents also described skills brought by experience. 

Knowledge on different second hand marketplaces and the skills to recognize good 

quality in materials and items enable circular practices. Some interviewees also did not 

feel that a circular lifestyle would require any specific skills.  

 

Previous research on skills in the field of sustainability transitions have found similar 

skills such as timing, organising and analytical skills (Fohim & Jolly, 2021), but these 

apply more to the context of creating institutional change. Also, communication skills 

have been found important regarding careers in the sustainability field (Brundiers & 

Wiek, 2017). The skill of communication might have been highlighted because half of 

our interviewees also work in the sustainability field or are sustainability influencers. 

The skills of recognising good quality came up also in Camacho-Otero and colleagues' 

(2020) study on clothes swapping. Research on car boot sales found that their partici-

pants needed skills of negotiating with vendors, identifying bargains, and knowing 

when and where one might make good deals (Crewe & Gregson, 1998). I found similar 

skills of negotiating with second hand buyers and sellers and knowing where and when 
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to look for second-hand goods. Manual skills are quite clearly important for a circular 

lifestyle as it calls for repairs and maintenance of goods and they were mentioned often 

by the interviewees. In previous studies, the skills for repair and maintenance have been 

found lacking as well as identified as important citizen skills for CE (Ackermann et al., 

2018; Cole & Gnanapragasam, 2017).  

  

The skills of prioritising and organising are especially important for understanding how 

CE actions are coordinated and navigated on the household level. By planning and an-

ticipating needs as well as deciding which actions are most important for them, doing a 

type of circular consumption “metawork”, the interviewees organise their circular eve-

ryday lives. The skills of thinking outside the box are a new set of skills that emerged 

from the interviews and it has a clear connection to the “unlearning” of noncircular con-

sumption practices (Wieser, 2019). Questioning consumption norms and using their cre-

ativity enables them to see alternative and more sustainable ways of doing things. Some 

of the interviewees adopt a critical stance towards consumption and economic growth 

that are inconsistent with the ideological criticisms of CE, that see it as a safe option 

that does not challenge our current system (Hobson & Lynch, 2016). However, the in-

terviewees are not only CE advocates but also minimalists, voluntary simplicity advo-

cates or taking part in “sustainable lifestyle” so it is impossible to say which ideas or 

movements have activated the critical viewpoint related to economic growth. Some in-

terviewees noted that CE is not enough to tackle the climate crisis, and we need other 

solutions too, such as radical reduction of consumption. 

  

While many authors seem to be mentioning different citizen skills, this thesis is a first 

attempt to account for all the relevant CE skills and fit them into a single framework. In 

addition, I have identified skills that have not been considered in previous research. Pre-

vious literature has not identified, for example, research skills, that are in a way con-

nected to recognising durable and long-lasting products with good quality. The research 

mainly happens online and requires IT skills and media literacy skills. Household skills 

are not very prominent in the literature, even though they are quite central to a circular 

lifestyle. The identified set of skills does not suggest that everyone needs to have all of 

the skills, but there could exist different sets of skills that create different profiles of CE 

participants. For example, some respondents plan everything very carefully and signifi-

cantly avoid packaging waste, while others have a more “artisanal” approach and utilise 
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everything and are very skilled in reusing materials and items. Not everyone needs to 

have all the skills, because it might be enough that one person in a family or circle of 

acquaintances is, for example, skilled in technical repairs. In CE, there could be a divi-

sion of labour amongst citizens related to circular practices. These profiles are not fur-

ther explored in this thesis, and this could be a task for future research.  

 

5.2 Implications 

 

The findings of the thesis seem to suggest that people should learn new “circular skills”. 

Acquiring the skills and competences takes time, energy and willingness of consumer-

citizens. The interviewees of this study are highly motivated and willing to learn new 

ways of doing things. Still, we cannot assume that the wider public shares the same mo-

tivation. One option would be integrating these skills into formal education, so that peo-

ple do not have to make an effort to learn them themselves. Some of the interviewees 

describe teaching these skills to their children, and some describe receiving environ-

mental education from their childhood home. Some of the interviewees are sustainabil-

ity influencers, and so they are actually already doing important work of teaching some 

of these skills to their followers and other people. This informal education can happen 

through social media or amongst family and friends. The interviewees described learn-

ing new ways of doing things also through social media. I further propose more innova-

tive ways of education. According to my findings, it seems that older generations are 

more skilled in crafts and sewing and they have more material knowledge while 

younger generations are able to take advantage of the possibilities of circular actions 

that social media and the internet offer. Maybe there could be a possibility to organise 

workshops that enable the exchange of this “generational knowledge”. This idea has 

been proposed also by Korsunova et al. (2021). 

 

In addition to only thinking that these skills should be taught more, it should be consid-

ered that infrastructure could be developed so that it would accommodate circular prac-

tices more. For example, concerning recognising good quality and reparability of prod-

ucts, should we teach consumer-citizens to recognise good quality or should there be la-

bels on products to inform about the quality? There are no straightforward answers to 

this question as it depends on the skill and topic. For example, it would be unreasonable 

to think that people need more skills to do difficult research on products, and it would 
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be more logical that companies should provide more information about their products so 

that comparing the sustainability of products would be easier. This issue comes close to 

the question of what are the effects of more active roles of consumer-citizens in the CE. 

They can lead to a good type of activation and engagement but there is still the risk that 

companies rely on the work of consumer-citizens and even capitalise on it by transfer-

ring the responsibilities of maintenance and repair to consumers.  

 

Some researchers even propose a shorter working week that would offer consumer-citi-

zens more time and energy to take part in sustainable consumption and CE and acquire 

new circular skills (Coote et al., 2010). On a societal level, more appreciation should be 

given to the circular consumption work and other unpaid work citizens perform. This 

connects to taking care of products, nature and other people; things that should be at the 

heart of society. I see that ecofeminist values that prioritise care and equality would be 

beneficial in creating a more sustainable society, as have other researchers too (e.g. 

Buckingham, 2015) 

 

5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

 

This thesis is a first attempt to explore the research gap concerning circular skills. The 

aim is to identify the relevant skills for consumer-citizens in the CE through qualitative 

interviewing. There are some limitations as to how well people can describe their prac-

tices and skills. It could be that through language and interviews not all the silent 

knowledge and understanding transfers. “Tacit knowledge” refers to the knowledge that 

is so practical and deeply familiar to people, that when people are asked to describe how 

they do what they do, they often find it difficult to express it in words (Tsoukas, 2005). 

Ethnographic research approach could also grasp something that cannot be transferred 

through speech. This limitation is quite relevant, as some respondents couldn’t quite 

think of any skills relevant for CE. 

 

It is not possible or meaningful to make definite comparisons between generations or 

genders in circular skills with the type of interview data that was used here. How promi-

nent these skills are in the Finnish population, and whether there are differences among 

generations or genders related to CE skills, is a task for future research. It should be 

noted that the identified skills are dependent on the infrastructure provided. The circular 
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skills identified here are context specific to Finland. For example, in other countries 

where infrastructure and possibilities for activities are different, the relevant skills might 

be different. This line of research would benefit from studies of similar topics in other 

countries and contexts to validate and develop the findings. Furthermore, because there 

is not one reality of CE, which becomes evident in the many definitions and descrip-

tions of CE, there cannot be a definite set of skills for consumer-citizens. How CE is 

formed, built and framed affects how consumer-citizens take part in it.  

 

There are also other skills that are relevant to a sustainable lifestyle such as skills related 

to plant based nutrition, low carbon transportation and housing, but these practices fall 

outside the chosen scope of CE. More research is needed on the role of convenience in 

circular lifestyles, as Hobson and colleagues (2021) suggest. Our interviewees were 

highly motivated and it seems that convenience was not a priority for them. Organisa-

tions promoting CE often claim that it brings more convenience to consumers, but my 

findings do not support this. Circular citizens are engaged in many different types of 

consumption work that cannot be called “convenient”. However, they do this work will-

ingly due to their high motivation. We cannot assume that the wider public would be as 

willing to do this work, as everyone is not as highly motivated or even able to partici-

pate.  

 

Another topic that should be explored further concerns the coordination and distribution 

of circular consumption work on the household level, especially in relation to gender. 

Studies show that women are more concerned of climate change and that women are 

doing more housework. My findings suggest that CE consumption work is mainly 

housework and meta work that concerns the coordination of circular activities in every-

day life. Is there a risk that women end up doing most of the “new” circular forms of 

consumption work in households? Ecofeminist ideas bring together feminism and envi-

ronmentalism and argue that the domination of women and degradation of environment 

are consequences of patriarchy and capitalism and any strategy to address one must con-

sider its impact on the other, so that environmental improvements shouldn’t be gained at 

the expense of women (Buckingham, 2015). Ecofeminism proposes that only by revers-

ing current values, prioritising care and cooperation over more aggressive and dominat-

ing behaviours can both society and the environment benefit (Buckingham, 2015). In-

deed, also consumption work in CE requires prioritising care towards objects and other 
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people and the environment. On a societal level, more appreciation is needed for work 

that creates welfare to humans and nature, even if it is not immediately monetarily prof-

itable. 

 

5.4 Concluding reflection 

 

The reliability of a research is dependent on the researcher's ethical decisions. Accord-

ing to the responsible conduct of research guidelines, researchers must express their 

findings as truthfully as possible, report used materials and methods carefully and con-

duct research that meet the requirements set by relevant parties. I have reported the 

phases, findings and interpretations of my research with as much transparency and accu-

racy as possible. There is no value free science, and my own values are reflected, for ex-

ample, in the chosen topic. A general aim of the study is to provide information that is 

useful to slowing down the climate crisis and find out how we can help consumer-citi-

zens to make sustainable choices and take part in sustainable consumption. I strongly 

believe researchers have a responsibility to come up with ways to further ecological and 

social sustainability of our societies. Getson et al. (2021) also found that also other cli-

mate professionals believe they have a social responsibility to provide scientific input to 

policy makers and the public.  

 

The research adopts a seemingly critical viewpoint of CE, but this is done in order to 

help develop its weak points and hopefully ends up developing the notion further. One 

could argue that consumption work seems like a negative side of CE, but I believe it is 

only something that needs to be recognised better and made visible. Another aim of the 

study was to highlight and give credit to the important work these active citizens are do-

ing and hopefully I have been able to bring forward their views in a truthful and respect-

ful way. 
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Appendices 
 

APPENDIX 1 

Interview guide Circular Citizens 

 

Transformation to everyday circularity – Beginning and current state 

- What made you get interested in sustainable / circular everyday life / Zero Waste life-

style? 

- Could you describe, how your everyday actions started changing (so-called transfor-

mation process)? 

- Did you face any challenges as you changed your habits to more sustainable ones? 

- Are there some practices you would still like to adopt to your everyday life? 

- At what stage do you consider being in, regarding the transformation of your lifestyle? 

Motivation 

- What motivates you to make sustainable choices in your everyday life? 

- Have some other people, groups or social movements motivated you? 

- Have you tried to motivate others to adopt circular practices? 

 

Everyday circular practices 

- Which circular practices are currently part of your everyday life? 

- What do you need to perform these practices? 

o What skills do you need? What materials do you need? Does it take effort? 

- Which social norms and infrastructural solutions are supporting or not supporting you 

to perform circular practices? 

- Has Covid19 influenced your circular activities? If yes, how? 

 

Background information 

- Age 

- Education and profession 

- Living area (city, rural) and type of housing 

- Family situation (living alone or with family) 

 

- Is there something else related to the topic you would still like to discuss? 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

Haastattelurunko Kiertotalouskansalaiset 

 

Muutos kohti arjen kiertotaloutta – Alku ja nykytilanne 

- Mikä sai sinut alun perin kiinnostumaan kestävästä arjesta/ arjen kiertotaloudesta / Zero 

Waste -elämäntavasta ja ottamaan ne osaksi arkeasi? 

- Kuvailisitko, miten päivittäiset toimintatapasi alkoivat muuttua (ns. muutosprosessi)? 

- Kohtasitko haasteita muuttaessasi tapojasi kestävämmiksi?  

- Onko jotain käytäntöjä, jotka haluaisit vielä ottaa osaksi arkeasi? 

- Missä vaiheessa toimintatapojen muutosta koet olevasi? 

 

Motivaatio 

- Mikä motivoi sinua tekemään kestävämpiä valintoja arjessasi? 

- Ovatko toiset ihmiset, ryhmät tai sosiaaliset liikkeet motivoineet sinua? 

- Oletko yrittänyt motivoida muita ottamaan käyttöön kiertotaloutta tukevia ratkaisuja? 

 

Arjen kiertotalousvalinnat 

- Mitä kiertotalouden käytäntöjä toteutat arjessasi tällä hetkellä? 

- Mitä tarvitset, jotta voit toteuttaa näitä käytäntöjä/tapoja? 

o Mitä taitoja tarvitset? Mitä materiaaleja tarvitset? Viitseliäisyys? 

- Mitkä meitä ympäröivät kulttuurilliset tavat ja infrastruktuurin ratkaisut tukevat tai eivät 

tue sitä, että pystyt toteuttamaan arjessasi kiertotalouden käytäntöjä? 

- Onko koronatilanne vaikuttanut kiertotalousratkaisujen toteuttamiseen? Jos kyllä, niin 

millä tavoin? 

 

Taustatiedot 

- Ikä 

- Koulutus ja ammatti 

- Asuinpaikka (kaupunkimainen, maaseutu) sekä asuintalon tyyppi 

- Perhetilanne (asuuko yksin vai perheen kanssa) 

 

- Onko jotain aiheeseen liittyvää mitä haluaisit vielä tuoda esille, josta ei vielä keskus-

teltu? 
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