
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Policy makers need to understand 
how the transition process will affect 
individuals, sectors and regions, and 
act to achieve an equitable transition 
process.” 
–Julie RIJPENS and James HERMANSON
Image Source: Wikimedia Commons. May 25, 2017. Fast Food tray with a greasy burger, 
crinkle cut fries, and soda. Photo Credit: Christopher Flowers.  
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Social economy facilitates a circular transition  
 
The ongoing COVID-19 recovery process presents an 
opportunity to promote a green and inclusive transition, 
including through the circular economy. While the positive 
environmental impacts of the circular economy are clear, its 
social benefits remain relatively unexplored. The policy brief 
Making the Most of the Social Economy’s Contribution to the 
Circular Economy 1 illustrates how the social economy helps 
to accelerate the development of the circular economy while 
amplifying its social benefits for people and places. 
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The OECD has studied the transition to a circular economy 
for a number of years and from several angles in order 
to provide guidance to policy makers. OECD research has 
demonstrated the fundamental role that cities and regions 
play in encouraging the transition from a linear to a circular 
economy.2 Likewise, additional OECD studies aim to identify 
and quantify the environmental and economic impacts of 
policies to support the circular shift. For example, these 
OECD studies evaluate the labour market implications of the 
transition and highlight that it is likely to create jobs in cer-
tain sectors and regions but threaten adverse consequences 
in others, such as those engaged in production of primary 
materials, construction and plastics.3,4 Policy makers need to 
understand how the transition process will affect individuals, 
sectors and regions, and act to achieve an equitable transi-
tion process. The social economy is one partner among oth-
ers in harnessing the full potential of the circular economy 
while driving an inclusive and durable transition for individu-
als, businesses and communities.  
 
Social economy organizations include associations, co-
operatives, mutual organizations, foundations and social 
enterprises. Driven by values of solidarity, participation 
and democracy, social economy organizations have played 
pioneering roles in the circular economy for decades. By pri-
oritizing social impact over maximization of return on capital, 
these organizations are able to reinvest some profits in their 
social or environmental mission and develop activities that 
benefit society, even if it may appear less profitable from a 
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capital investor’s perspective. The social economy is already 
integrated into circular value chains and has helped to devel-
op and mainstream innovative circular business models in 
a range of sectors, such as electronics and textile recycling, 
reusable consumer goods, and repair and remanufacturing 
activities. Many of these are vital to the plastics industry.  
 
By engaging in circular value chains, social economy or-
ganizations can reinforce social inclusion for individuals, 
particularly among vulnerable groups. Social economy orga-
nizations are well placed to integrate workers into the circu-
lar economy thanks to their extensive experience providing 
retraining, skills certification and work experience. There 
are numerous examples of work integration social enterpris-
es (WISEs) that operate in the circular economy by collecting 
would-be waste that can be repaired and refurbished while 
providing work and training opportunities to marginalized 
and previously excluded groups. These organizations can 
also help drive uptake, awareness and acceptance of circu-
lar economy through improving the affordability of circular 
goods and services for low-income households.  
 
Beyond driving job creation and training opportunities, social 
economy organizations have demonstrated the capacity to 
improve working conditions along value chains, which can 
help to amplify the positive impact of new jobs created within 
the circular economy. This is especially important consider-
ing that the working conditions in the global recycling indus-
try, particularly in the case of plastics, is often poor. For in-

stance, the Colombian cooperative Association of Recyclers 
of Bogotá, which brings together 17 local cooperatives and 
represents 1,800 waste pickers, brought cases before the 
court to defend waste picking as a profession. The court’s 
pronouncements significantly helped the negotiation of an 
inclusive waste management policy and the introduction of a 
new remuneration scheme to compensate waste pickers for 
their services.5  
 
The shift towards a circular economy requires not only novel 
production practices but new consumption patterns as well. 
Individuals as workers, consumers and entrepreneurs need 
information to make informed choices to contribute to great-
er circularity. The embeddedness and deep integration of 
social economy organizations into their communities enable 
them to raise awareness on sustainable practices as well 
as on the costs of current production and consumption pat-
terns. The opportunity for citizens to get involved in the social 
economy, as volunteers for example, such as the cooperative 
La Louve in Paris, also contributes to further community 
engagement.  
 
Becoming embedded locally equips social economy orga-
nizations to work with diverse actors to develop dynamic 
circular value chains that positively affect the territories 
while contributing to local employment and economic devel-
opment. For example, the Dutch cooperative IntelligentFood 
plays a specific role of connecting local actors and facilitat-
ing that collaboration, creating durable value chains to utilize 
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residual food waste, initially as resource inputs to, finally, as 
marketable products. This model leverages proximity and 
collaboration – both key functions of social economy orga-
nizations – to encourage the development of local circular 
value chains.  
 
Scaling is an important way for organizations to increase 
their positive social and environmental impact. They would 
diversify their activities, increase in size or expand into new 
areas. However, scaling also poses challenges by creating 
new levels of complexity and raising the risk of mission drift. 
Social economy organizations have developed innovative 
scaling strategies that enable them to expand and amplify 
their impact while staying true to their original mission. 
These strategies leverage collaborative approaches to create 
cross-territory or cross-sector groups of social economy 
organizations, such as Group Terre in Belgium. Other social 
economy organizations remain local while actively encourag-
ing others to replicate their business model in other areas – 
an approach known as the ‘strawberry field’ strategy.  
 
These qualities make the social economy a strong partner 
for communities and policy makers in the adoption of circu-
lar activities. Policy makers can accelerate the development 
of the social economy active in the circular economy by 
supporting these organizations, particularly in this period 
of COVID-19 recovery. This can be accomplished by raising 
awareness, stimulating demand and encouraging innovation. 
Policy makers can support strategic partnerships and novel 

forms of collaboration among public actors, social economy 
organizations and traditional businesses to develop circular 
supply chains, spur business development, build circular ca-
pacity and improve access to finance. Finally, policy makers 
can enhance the knowledge base by gathering robust data on 
social economy organizations active in the circular economy 
to measure their full economic value as well as their social 
and environmental contributions.  
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