T H E N AT I O N A L P O L I C Y
FRAMEWORK
U S I N G P O L I C Y TO S T E E R C O U N T R I E S

Check out our Urban Policy Instruments
Framework for a set of policies applicable at
subnational level.

TO WA R D A C I R C U L A R E C O N O M Y

W H Y D O YO U N E E D I T ?
National governments hold a privileged position: the
ability to lead the discussion on societal goals and facilitate
collaboration between different actors within society,
spurring welfare improvements for their citizens. In doing
so, governments have at hand a set of instruments that
span from setting national strategies and convening
stakeholders, to informing citizens about national priorities,
incentivising economic actors through specific instruments
or issuing laws and regulations.
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By building on previous research and analysing circular policies and policy tools in use around the world, we present a
framework of policy instruments that can be used to support
the transition to a circular economy at the national level.
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National governments play a key role in the transition to a
circular economy because of their leadership position: they
set the goals and enforce the rules of the game through
fiscal and economic measures and regulations.

T H E N AT I O N A L P O L I C Y F R A M E W O R K

W H AT I S I T ?

WHO IS IT FOR?

This is a three tiered framework of policy instruments. Tier
one indicates the key function that policy can have, Tier
two presents key policy directions and Tier three presents
the specific policy instruments that can be used by national
policymakers to drive this change.

This research and framework is aimed at professionals in
the field of national policy, who are looking to structure and
work with practical examples of how policy instruments
are being applied across territories to advance the circular
economy and other sustainability-related paradigms, such
as green growth and eco-innovation.

The key policy functions—Tier one—are:

• Mobilise
sets the direction of and builds momentum towards
long-term change, while also dictating how this direction
is determined and governed.

The tiered approach, global geographical coverage of the
examples included and the number of case studies make
this work suited for use by researchers, consultants and policy analysts, whose work spans from academic research to
advisory roles in public institutions, think tanks and the like.
·

Researchers can use the framework to structure
analysis or to guide learning and research, and
highlight emerging patterns, differences or relationships among circular economy policies.

·

Consultants may use the framework to establish a
baseline for a nation, or to identify opportunities
for policies that can support targets and goals. The
framework is useful to structure analysis, and to
extract a representative sample of cases for a given
theme or region.

·

Finally, policy analysts can also benefit from the
framework as a means to structure analysis, put
together a policy mix and navigate repositories of
examples.

• Educate
increases the overall level of awareness and builds the
necessary skills and knowledge around the circular economy to foster long-term change.

• Manage
influences the use and function of physical and material
elements within the national environment.

• Incentivise
sends market signals and support to businesses, citizens
and governments to promote certain activities.

• Regulate
changes the rules of the systems to achieve compliance
through enforcement.

This framework helps policymakers from national governments distinguish between the diversity of available tools
and instruments applied worldwide, which could be useful
to accelerate the transition towards a circular economy
within certain contexts. Also, in the case where the debate
on circular economy is yet to start or in its initial stages, this
framework could act as a guide for designing a robust set of
policies for the country in question.

Check out 300+ examples of policies at national
and subnational levels on Circle Economy’s
Knowledge Hub.
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The framework consists of three tiers:
Tier one indicates the key function that policy can play.

TIER ONE

Tier two presents key policy directions.
Tier three presents a specific national policy instrument.

TIER TWO

MOBILISE

TIER THREE

Example

Relevant examples are provided throughout the framework.

Visions &
Ambitions

Roadmaps and strategies and targets

Govern the
Transition

Institutional design to enable circularity

Convene
Towards
Action

Communication
& Awareness

Eg. Egypt,
the Netherlands

Eg. Chile

Public consultation
Eg. the Netherlands

Matchmaking platforms

Information campaigns

Eg. Greece (p.28)

Awareness raising events

School programmes

E D U C AT E

Education &
Curriculum
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Encourage workplace training

Eg. Philippines

Extra-curricular education

Knowledge
Management

Research &
Development

Data, knowledge and information sharing

Eg. Ireland

Increase standardised data collection

Conduct research
Implement innovation programmes
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Eg. Argentina

MANAGE
INCENTIVISE
R EG U L AT E
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Public
Procurement

Circular criteria for public procurement of assets

Infrastructure to support resource cycling

Infrastructure

Asset
Management

Direct
Financial
Support

Economic
Frameworks

Eg. Costa Rica

Innovation-oriented public procurement

Develop regenerative infrastructure

Circular use of public-owned assets (land,
buildings and equipment)

Eg. New Zealand,
Vietnam

Eg. Korea

Grant funding
Debt financing

Eg. Malaysia,
Uganda

Incubator and investment programmes

Extended producer responsibility
Public-private partnerships

Eg. Scotland,
Colombia

Charges and tariffs

Fiscal
Framework

Fines

Eg. Korea, France,
Chile, Colombia

Tax breaks
Subsidies

Visions &
Ambitions

Monitoring & enforcement

Eg. Colombia

Bans
Performance standards

Legislation

Technology standards
Labelling
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Eg. Australia, China

H O W C A N IT B E U S ED IN P R AC T I CE ?
Evaluate strategies and policies already in place
Even if there is no explicit national circular economy
strategy in place, there are likely several policies and
strategies that already support the circular economy to
some degree, and it is prudent not to ‘throw the baby out
with the bath water’. This assessment process could also
help governments identify what institutional setting is
necessary to move towards the achievement of circular
economy goals.

Establish the legislative mandate
Depending on legal structures, certain policies can be
applied at different levels, from national to subnational.
For example, the management of assets and land can take
place at a national or subnational level, depending on the
legislative mandate, as can the establishment of circular
infrastructure or skills development, which can take place
at the national level and then be applied to subnational.
Firstly, evaluate the legislative mandate of your federal
agency or the agency you are working with to shortlist
policies that are relevant and able to be applied.
Moreover, for the effective implementation of the policies
nationwide, it is crucial to have clear and institutionalised
communication between different levels of government.
For example, the Australian Government is working in
coordination with state governments, funding waste
management and recycling infrastructure projects
through the Recycling Modernisation Fund (RMF).
Through National Partnership Agreements, the states and
territories will receive funding. The allocation of funding to
specific projects is the responsibility of state and territory
governments, which will assess their jurisdiction’s major
gaps in local reprocessing capacity (see this case study).

Take a collaborative approach to selecting policies
As the circular economy is cross-cutting, the approach in
selecting a policy mix should itself be cross-cutting—and
involve multiple departments and federal agencies and
illicit a participative approach with industry and citizens.
Depending on the list of priorities the government set for
its transition to circularity, the collaboration would imply
teaming up with specific sectors and Ministries, or having
stakeholders come together that represent different
actors within the economy.
For example, in 2016 the national government in
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the Netherlands, issued the Circular Economy in the
Netherlands by 2050: a country-wide programme to
achieve full circularity by 2050. This national initiative
is led by the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water
Management, in coordination with the Ministries of
Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, Foreign Affairs,
Interior and Kingdom Relations, as well as the private
sector, civil society organisations and research institutes.
The broad collaboration for this programme is crucial
as it has set five priority areas: the construction sector,
biomass and food, consumer goods, plastics, and the
manufacturing industry (see this case study).
In some cases, the installation of specific institutions for the
management of circular economy activities and monitoring
of progress could be a good starting point. For example,
in 2018 Chile opened a Circular Economy Office as part of
the Ministry of Environment. This new office is tasked with
the monitoring of regulatory activities regarding waste
management, extended producer responsibility and the
promotion of recycling (see this case study).

Consider a policy mix
In order to support a circular intervention, a nation will
likely design and employ a mix of policies, depending
on context and which policies are already in place. The
prioritisation of policies can and will differ across these
contexts. Further to this, different policy instruments will
vary for nations based on how far along they are in their
circular transition and legislative mandates.
For example, Italy wanted to introduce a technological
standard for communicating the recycled content of
products. To increase the visibility of such an initiative,
Italian authorities partnered with an NGO formed by the
National Association of Recyclers to develop a voluntary
certification (label) based on the technological standard.
To increase its adoption, the government introduced a
regulation to integrate the certification as a requirement
in its Green Public Procurement (GPP) process, and
provided certified companies with the possibility of
applying for subsidies and tax breaks (see this case study).

H O W WA S I T D E V E LO P E D ?

DISCUSSION

The framework has been developed based on a combination of academic literature and case studies. In its first iteration, the Toolkit for Policy Makers from the Ellen MacArthur
Foundation (EMF) served as the basis. Using this foundation,
the Circle Economy team collected over 400 case studies
of governments across the globe supporting the circular
economy and attributed these to the policy instruments put
forward in the toolkit.

Circular economy goals and interventions often spin off of
national waste management policies that came about as
early as the 1950s and 1960s, and have been extended and
refined to include more circular concepts around design, industrial symbiosis and regeneration. The circular economy
can be linked to the broader sustainability and environmental management movement beyond waste management.
For instance, environmental education covers ‘nature’ at all
levels of education, and has evolved in line with developments in the field. This movement can be naturally extended to include circular economy in schools and workplace
training. Further research on how best to tie circular economy policies into existing environmental, sustainability and
waste management profiles, will improve the application of
this framework in the development of a suitable policy or
mix of policies.

The framework was then enriched with policy instruments
from academic and other literature through an extensive
literature review. Next to the circular economy, this research
also took into consideration research and practise in the
related fields of eco-innovation, green growth and sustainable development policy. Subsequently, the framework was
reviewed by experts and practitioners.
In the second iteration, we gathered examples of national
policies in place across the globe—126 examples in total
across six regions, as shown in Table One: Geographic Summary of References. This includes policies that are related
to circular economy but not necessarily termed as such in
policy documentation—for example, integrated waste management strategies, regenerative economies, or similar as
defined in our Elements of the Circular Economy framework.
A full list of policies can be seen in the references.
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Region

National
Policies

Africa

18

North Americas

2

Central & South
America

21

Europe

34

Oceania

13

Asia

38

Total

126
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This framework includes policies as well as broader policy
tools, so as to provide a larger set of ‘actions’ a national government can take to support a circular economy. This framework can be extended and improved by qualifying this more
robustly, with differences across regions when required.
Similarly, the framework can be extended to support profiling legislative mandates for different nations and regions.
Lastly, a final extension to the research will be to map the
nation’s role in aligning with international standards and
employing international cooperation, and how and where
this should feature in the development of a circular economy national strategy.

W E ’ R E LO O K I N G TO TA L K TO
N AT I O N A L C H A N G E M A K E R S
ABOUT THIS FRAMEWORK .
Contact us here:
hello@circle-lab.com
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REFERENCES

• OECD. (2016). OECD policy instrument for the environment: Database documentation. Paris: OECD. Retrieved
from OECD Website

• Please see this public google sheet for a list of the documents used in the analysis.

• Sánchez, Á.P. & Deza, X.V. (2015). Environmental policy
and eco-innovation: An overview of recent studies. Innovar, 25(58), 65-80. doi:10.15446/innovar.v25n58.52426

OT H E R R E F E R E N C E S
• Bouwm, I.M., Gerritsen, A.L., Kamphorst, D.A., & Kistenkas, F.H. (2015). Policy instruments and modes of governance in environmental policies of the European Union:
Past, present and future (WOt-technical report 60, pp.
1-46, Rep.). The Netherlands: Wageningen University.
• European Commission & International Institute for Labour Studies. (2011). Policy options and instruments for a
green economy (Ser. 12, Joint Discussion Paper).
• Environmental Justice Organisations, Liabilities and Trade.
(2012). Policy Instruments for sustainability. Retrieved
from EJOLT Website.
• Ellen MacArthur Foundation. (2015). Delivering the circular economy: a toolkit for policymakers (pp. 1-177, Rep.).
Ellen MacArthur Foundation. Retrieved from EMF Website
• Innovation Policy Platform. (n.d.) Universities and public
research institutions. The Innovation Policy Platform,
OECD & World Bank. Retrieved from https://www.innovationpolicyplatform.org
• Jordan, A,, Wurzel, R.K.W., & Zito, A. (2005). The rise of
‘new’ policy instruments in comparative perspective: Has
governance eclipsed government? Political Studies,53,
477-496. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9248.2005.00540.x
• Martínez, L., Aravena, A.H., Castello, N.F., & Urrutia, R.R.
(2019). Economía circular y políticas públicas: Estado del
arte y desafíos para la construcción de un marco político
de promoción de economía circular en América Latina
(pp. 1-76, Rep.). Lima: Centro de Innovación y Economía
Circular. Retrieved from Konrad Adenauer Website
Matisoff, D. C., Noonan, D. S., & Flowers, M. E. (2016).
Policy monitor—green buildings: Economics and policies.
Review of Environmental Economics and Policy, 10(2),
329-346. doi:10.1093/reep/rew009
• Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). (2010). Regulatory policy and the road to
sustainable growth (pp. 1-107, Rep.). Paris: OECD. Retrieved from OECD Website
• OECD. (2011). Environmental taxation: A guide for policy
makers. Paris: OECD. Retrieved from OECD Website
• OECD. (2013). A toolkit of policy options to support inclusive green growth. Paris: OECD. Retrieved from OECD
Website

7

T H E N AT I O N A L P O L I C Y F R A M E W O R K

• Silva, E. & Acheampong, R. (2015). Developing an inventory and typology of land-use planning systems and policy
instruments in OECD Countries (pp. 1-52, Working paper
No. 94). Paris: OECD. Retrieved from OECD Website
• Tojo, N., Neubauer, A., & Bräuer, I. (2006). Waste management policies and policy instruments in Europe (pp. 1-108,
Rep.). Lund: International Institute for Industrial Environmental Economies. Retrieved from Ecologic Website
• United Nations Environment Programme. (n.d.) Switch
Africa green. Retrieved from UNEP Website
• White, R. & Heckenberg, D. (2012). Legislation, regulatory
models and approaches to compliance and enforcement
(pp. 1-27, Briefing paper No. 6). Tasmania: University of
Tasmania. Retrieved from University of Tasmania Website

C O N T R I B U TO R S
Luis Sosa - Research Analyst Circular Jobs Initiative
Alex Colloricchio - Sustainability Data Analyst
Marijana Novak - Data Strategist
Nicolas Raspail - Design Lead
Esther Goodwin Brown - Lead Circular Jobs Initiative
Natalia Papu - Researcher and Analyst Textiles
Max Russell - Project Manager Cities
Matthew Fraser - Lead Circularity Gap Report Initiative
Laxmi Haigh - In House Journalist
Ana Birliga Sutherland - Editor & Research Intern

DISCLAIMER
We are striving to continually update our
frameworks to ensure they remain relevant
and are best suited to facilitate action. To
this end, we welcome suggestions and
comments on this framework from our
Knowledge Community.

