
FROM CONCEPT TO IMPACT:
The circular economy development journey 
for cities and regions
A way to design, develop and grow a circular economy 
in cities, regions and communities



The vision of circular cities, regions and 
communities, with its promise of economic, 

social and environmental benefits, is appealing. 
However, it may be challenging to know 
where to start bringing the vision to life. 

What questions should local government and 
community leaders ask when building circular 

communities?
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Introduction

As cities and regions strive towards sustainability and plan for low carbon transitions, many become increasingly interested 
in the concept of a circular economy. 

A circular economy is an alternative to a traditional linear economy (make, use, dispose).  It is a model in which we keep 
resources in use for as long as possible, extract the maximum value from these resources while in use, and then recover 
and regenerate products, components, materials and nutrients. In doing so, value creation relies on existing or renewable 
resources, decoupling economic growth from the use of finite natural resources and the generation of waste and emissions. 
At the same time, cultural and social changes required to nurture a circular economy align with values such as resilience, 
innovation, inclusion and health.

This white paper aims at local governments, either municipal, regional, or other, interested in developing and mainstreaming 
a circular economy. The goal is to present a framework that may guide them on their journey.  

A new way of approaching the transition to a circular economy is presented in this paper through three distinct stages of 
local and regional circular innovation (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Steps to Envisioning and Building Circular Cities
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Figure 2: Steps to Envisioning and Building Circular Cities

Stage 1: Explore 
is the starting point for any local government 
interested in deploying circular economy 
initiatives and is an easy access point for 
organizations who are not entirely clear on 
where or how to start. Stage 1 can also be used 
by organizations that have already begun their 
journey but want to identify new opportunities. 
In this stage, local governments choose a 
direction and identify, select, develop and test 
ideas for circular initiatives.

In Stage 2: Sustain, 
local governments evaluate what they started 
and make adjustments to support the initiative’s 
long-term success. These adjustments will often 
include embedding the pursuit and support of 
circular economy opportunities more structurally 
into government plans, policies and strategies.  

The last stage, 

Stage 3: Driving System Change, 
aims to increase the impact and scale of successful 
circular initiatives. The cumulative effect of many 
circular initiatives across sectors and stakeholder 
groups will lead to broader system change.

This paper presents questions within each stage 
to guide local and regional governments in their 
journey to a circular economy.

HOW TO USE THE STAGES IN PRACTICE

The three stages provide a framework for action planning that supports local governments in developing a circular 
economy in their communities. While the three stages are presented in sequential order, it is anticipated that 
iterations may take place within and between stages. 

The framework does not have to be used in an organization-wide manner; organizations can also apply it to a 
single area of focus. For example, a city with an urban revitalization plan may initially focus on opportunities to 
develop circular economy practices in a particular neighbourhood, to later develop initiatives in another place. 
Such focus areas may emerge as a result of policy priorities but can also occur around solid partnerships with 
companies or institutions. When using the framework for individual focus areas, different focus areas may be at 
development stages. 
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A circular economy presents an increasingly 
viable and necessary alternative to the current 
linear economic practice. Developing a circular 
economy in cities can bring significant economic, 
social, and environmental benefits and could 
foster the emergence of:

• Increased economic productivity through 
eliminated waste and reduced costs;

• New growth and business opportunities 
that support skills development and job 
creation;

• Positive environmental outcomes such as 
reduced greenhouse gas emissions;

• Increased social and economic resilience 
through the strengthening of local and 
regional supply chains.

While this prospect is attractive, transitioning to 
a circular economy is a complex undertaking. A 
systemic change is seldom the effect of a single 
disruption caused by a single party – it often 
is the culmination of countless small changes 
undertaken by a variety of stakeholders through 
a multitude of collaborative initiatives. Starting, 
sustaining and driving this transition is not a 
linear process.  The role of leading the change 
does not lie with any single stakeholder, and the 
measurement of the progress of the transition 
can be challenging. 

In response to these challenges, Dillon developed 
a methodology for planning transitioning to 
a circular economy. The intent is to provide a 
framework for action planning that supports local 
governments in developing a circular economy in 
their communities.

THREE STAGES OF CIRCULAR 
INNOVATION: BACKGROUND 

Developing a circular economy is the 
cumulative effect of many innovations 
undertaken by stakeholders in the 
system. The vast majority, if not all 
of these changes, will happen as 
collaborations between multiple 
stakeholders. The three stages of circular 
innovation described are based on the 
Nesta six stages of social innovation; an 
area of innovation that similarly requires 
an open approach and evolves in a 
non-linear fashion (Murray et al., 2010, 
Howaldt et al., 2014, van Genuchten et 
al., 2019).

Opportunities and Challenges 
in Transitioning to a Circular 
Economy

6 | From Concept to Impact | Opportunities And Challenges In Transitioning To A Circular Economy



Stage 1:  

Explore

The main goal of stage one is to identify the drivers for 
starting their journey towards circular economy, discover 
the opportunities that could best support the current 
challenges, generate ideas on how to realize these 
opportunities, and ultimately pilot the most promising 
initiatives with partners and stakeholders.

Steps 3-7 in this stage can be repeated and refined until 
ideas to realize an opportunity have been successfully 
piloted: the initiatives achieve the desired outcome. 
They have been developed with the right partners and 
stakeholders to support their success.  Steps may not 
always be undertake in the same order, but each step 
should be considered on the journey to realizing an 
opportunity.

The seven steps in Stage 1 include:

1. Explore the why

• What are the factors that drive the need to 
transition to a circular economy? 

• What are the challenges which spark ideas for 
circular solutions?

• What are the existing goals of the local government 
which a circular economy would help achieve?

• Communities may be driven to action by a need 
to achieve existing policy goals, such as emissions 
reduction, waste reduction, or green job creation.

• Why now? What has transpired to make this the 
right time? Have new insights emerged?

This step involves diagnosing the drivers. For example, a 
new insight may be the awareness of the concept, and 
the diversity of its potential benefits may be a reason to 
want to explore the circular economy concept further. 

Other communities may be driven to action by existing 
policy goals, such as emission reduction, waste reduction, 
or green job creation.

2. Assess organizational and community 
readiness

Assess organizational and community readiness

Here communities take steps towards understanding 
the level of readiness and engagement, both within the 
organization and external stakeholders.

Internal Stakeholder Readiness

Internal stakeholders include individuals across 
departments, agencies, services and tiers that can 
influence the transition to a circular economy.

• Whose ambition is it to transition to a circular 
economy? Is the idea that a circular economy 
would benefit the community and support 
organizational goals shared the organization at 
large? 

• What is the level of awareness of circular economy 
within the organization, and how does it differ 
among teams? 

Explore the ‘Why?’ ‘What?’ and ‘Who?’ and pilot interventions and partnerships before defining strategies and goals. 
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• What are the roles of the internal stakeholders? 
Who are the decision-makers? Who influences 
decisions impacting the progress of a circular 
economy? What are their main concerns and 
priorities? Can those concerns be addressed? 
Would a circular economy support those 
priorities? 

• Who should be involved in projects and programs 
during the different stages of the transition?

External Stakeholder Readiness 

• What is the level of awareness of circular economy 
in the broader community? 

• Are there stakeholders within your community 
that share your ambition, or who could share 
their experience?

• What role can these stakeholders play?

3. Explore the What?

Choose a focus area

Focusing on a single or a small selection of areas that align 
with the community’s needs is recommended. While 
some policy tools may yield results across industries, such 
as an organization-wide circular procurement policy, the 
development of circular economy practice will require 
a customized approach depending on the industry. For 
example, promoting a circular economy in the food 
sector may require different initiatives, partnerships and 
serve other policy goals than a circular economy in the 
built environment. Focus areas may include particular 
geographies such as a neighborhood or campus, industry 
to focus on could be tourism, mobility or manufacturing. 

• Which industries or geographies are experiencing 
challenges and would benefit most from circular 
approaches?

• Which industries or geographies are most open 
for change (see external stakeholder readiness)? 

• Which industries or geographies would contribute 
most to achieving the goals by adopting circular 
models?

• What budget or resources can be allocated to 
support this exploration stage? Or, in other words, 
how many areas of focus can you afford to explore 
in parallel versus sequentially?

The choice does not need to be perfect, as any learnings 
generated can be applied to other industries, value 

chains or geographies at a later stage. 

Find supporting data 

Data may be used to support prioritization and the creation 
of partnerships. For example, visual representation of 
material flows and estimates of potential socio-economic 
impacts help create buy-in from stakeholders.

• Do you have any data that supports the choice of 
goals and focus areas?  

• Are there any data or information sources that 
would provide insights that would help generate 
ideas or identify opportunities? 

Generate ideas 

What are the main opportunities for developing a 
circular economy, and what levers do governmental 
organizations have to realize these? This question lies 
at the heart of the exploration stage. Harvesting the 
knowledge, insights and ideas of internal and external 
stakeholders is a great starting point for idea generation. 
Such ideas may include: 

1. Elements of a vision for a circular economy, 
such as a vibrant sharing economy or a thriving 
remanufacturing industry;  

2. Opportunities for businesses, NGOs and 
institutions to adopt circular practices

3. The role the local government could play to 
support the realization of the opportunities

Internal Brainstorming

• Considering organizational goals, focus areas 
and the stakeholder landscape, colleagues from 
various departments, agencies, services, or tiers 
can jointly generate a comprehensive list of ideas. 

• Aside from allowing to build on strengths across 
teams, it enables the creation of internal buy-in 
and alignment.

• Figure 3 illustrates all the different roles local and 
regional governmental organizations can play in 
support of their transition to a circular economy.

8 | From Concept to Impact | Stage 1:  Explore



External idea generation

Sourcing ideas externally is also recommended. It is likely lead to discovery of new opportunities and provide more 
information on the roles of the different actors in developing these. Furthermore, the engagement may contribute to 
generating support, creating change agents and building on the progress already made by external stakeholders. In 
addition, approaches for external idea generation may include targeted methods such as workshops and meetings with key 
actors and specialists and more open approaches such as challenges, general calls for input, open events or hackathons.  

This step results in a long list of ideas for opportunities and actions.

4. Explore the Who?

Identify partners; validate & select ideas

Some of the ideas generated may require the involvement of, support of or input from external partners.

• Who are those potential partners? 

• Are they interested in participating? 

• How can they contribute? 

• Which ideas do they think are most feasible and have the highest potential?

A shortlist of ideas should be generated to move into a pilot phase as part of this stage.

Figure 3: Local governmental roles in the circular economy transition
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5. Pilot 

If needed, selected ideas can get tested in practice. This testing can take the form of a small-scale try-out or through more 
formal pilots, prototypes, or randomized controlled trials. Before starting, questions to raise include:

• What does the success of each pilot look like?

• What does the success of the portfolio of pilots look like?

• What learning goals are associated with the pilots?

Piloting may require (temporarily) addressing regulatory or organizational barriers, facilitation of collaborations and 
support (in-kind, human, or financial resources). Note that the development of new collaborative structures may be a pilot 
in itself!

6. Celebrate, learn and pivot

It is important to take the time to reflect and learn from what has been completed so far.

• What learnings can be drawn from the pilots?  

• What ideas emerged as the most successful? Which ones will not be further pursued?

• What would you need to improve the process or the outcome? 

• What did you learn through the pilots about deploying circular economy initiatives? 

• How did the internal and external collaborations go? 

• What would you do differently next time? 

• Do your partners share your point of view?   

Don’t forget to celebrate the successes and share the insights internally and externally.
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Stage 2:  

Sustain

By now, your organization is familiar with circular economy opportunities and potential levers and have established 
relations with key stakeholders in previous focus areas. These local governments may be ready to embed the pursuit of 
circular economy opportunities more structurally into plans, policies and strategies. At this stage, they may: 

• Seek justification for ramping up efforts on growing a circular economy; 

• Wish to deploy initiatives in new focus areas; or 

• Wish to increase the effectiveness of their interventions. 

Most local governments will be considering a mix of the above. The next steps for these organizations may include:

Sustain the momentum that drives the development of a circular economy in your community by defining integrated 
strategies and goals.
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1. Strategize & streamline 

Start by retaking a pulse of your communities’ readiness. 

• Have internal and external stakeholder 
perspectives on circular economy changed? If 
yes, what changed? Why did it change? Have the 
pilots played a role in the change? 

• What learnings have been drawn about managing 
a circular economy transition, and have these 
learnings impacted the organization itself? Has an 
awareness of circular economy increased?

Answers to these questions can help inform a circular 
economy transition strategy. Such a strategy should 
include a coordinated approach to embedding circular 
economy into cross-cutting strategies. For example, a 
circular economy may be part of economic development, 
climate change, resilience and waste management 
strategies. At this stage, policy goals specific to circular 
economy should be established.

The strategy should identify actions that help ensure the 
long-term sustainability of the collaborative structures 
that carry the Stage 1: Explore innovations forward. 

It should also assess the long-term role of the local 
government administration and what is necessary to 
sustain that role. 

• Can the approach support the circular economy 
transition strategy? 

• Can the approach be streamlined? 

An answer to the latter may require changes at the 
interface between teams or departments. For example, 
there may be a need for adjustment of organizational 
structures, budgets or performance incentives. 

2. Monitor

If goals have been set in Stage 2: Sustain strategy, 
developing a monitoring framework to track key 
performance indicators, and potential secondary metrics 
is recommended.

• What performance indicators reflect the expected 
outcomes of the transition from an organizational 
perspective? What outcomes are partners and 
key stakeholders aiming for?

• If a broad range of outcomes is pursued, including 
social, economic and environmental outcomes, 
can these be tracked comprehensively? Are new 
data sources needed?

3. Develop partnerships, define 
collaborative structures

Success of the transition remains largely dependent on 
the interaction, collaboration and communication among 
stakeholders.

• Are existing partners interested in continuing or 
growing the joint partnership activities? 

• Are new collaborative structures needed to 
empower stakeholders in the community? 
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Stage 3:  

Drive Systems Change

1. Growth strategy

Stage 1: Explore and Stage 2: Sustain can be considered 
foundational. They are necessary to support capacity 
building internally and externally, to allow the: 

• Maturing of ideas about which interventions are 
essential to reach the set ambition levels

• Generation of momentum and ability to sustain it

• Development of collaborative structures 

At the onset of the last stage, Stage 3: Drive Systems 
Change, there is an ambition to turn circular economy 
practices from niche novelties into mainstream activities 
and amplify their impact. This is the time to review the 
strategy developed in Stage 2 and to ask:

• If there is an increase in expected impacts, 
does this require increased efforts? What does 
this mean in terms of resources needed, both 
internally and externally? 

• Do barriers need to be removed to enable an 
increase in impact, either internally or externally? 
How can they be removed? 

• What other success factors can be identified and 
addressed through the strategy?

• Which other focus areas learnings can be applied 
or approaches replicated?

• Can successful initiatives be replicated elsewhere 
in the community?  

2. Scale, replicate, diffuse, optimize

The growth of circular economy initiatives can occur in 
different ways. Scaling would apply to increasing the 
size or throughput of a single organization allowing it to 
increase impact. Replicating initiatives can occur either 
by repeating the initiative in a new location or in different 
sectors, industries, or value chains. Diffusion is more of 
a process of evolution while spreading and applies, for 
example, to ideas dispersing via social networks and in 
business networks such as innovation hubs. 

• The different growth paths have different support 
needs. 

• What barriers to growth do change drivers 
encounter? 

• What support needs do they express? 

One way to achieve the growth stage is to replicate Stages 
1 and 2 for new focus areas, which inherently leads to an 
accumulation of impact (see Figure 3).

Common barriers to circular growth businesses encounter 
include:

• Misalignment of incentives across value chains;

• Lack of influence over new product design;

• Human or financial resourcing; 

• Organizational silo’s;

• Regulatory limitations under the influence of 
other governmental levels or lack of regulatory 
stability;

• Competition from low-cost low-quality new 
products from Asia;

• Risk of changing business models.

Adjust the strategy to support the increase of impact and scale resulting from the cumulative effect of a multitude of 
successful circular initiatives.

Stage 3:  Drive Systems Change | From Concept to Impac | 13



3. Promote and advocate for support

With some initiatives running into factors which limit growth, support from players external to the community may 
become necessary. This may include national or international organizations including governmental, non-governmental 
and business organizations. 

• Which organizations support the vision of a circular economy? 

• Which organizations could influence the barriers encountered in your community? Are they aware of these barriers? 

• What other points of view do they consider in supporting your community?

More and more community leaders recognize the opportunity of transitioning to a circular economy. However, 
as suggested in this white paper, the journey is not linear and often not straightforward. No blueprint exists 
for a circular economy journey. Instead, it is an evolutionary process of changing perspectives, knowledge 
sharing, and evolving organizational and operational structures.  

The best advice that can be provided to those early adaptors interested in developing a circular economy 
is to start the journey with their community, no matter how small the initial initiatives are. Taking steps will 
spark the shift in thinking, and experimentation will allow all parties involved to gradually develop insights 
and build the businesses, tools, structures and culture that fits a circular economy in their particular context.

Conclusion
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Circular Economy at Dillon

Dillon is a proudly Canadian, employee-owned professional consulting firm with over 900 employees across 20 offices, 
specializing in planning, engineering, environmental science and management. 

Dillon is committed to supporting its clients accelerating the growth of a circular economy. Since 2017, we worked with 
multiple levels of government across Canada to explore opportunities for value creation, retention and recovery across 
supply chains and industries.
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