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A B S T R A C T

The circular economy has emerged as a viable alternative to the existing linear model for achieving sustainable 
food production and consumption. To identify the present structure of the circular economy at the policy level 
within the food sector, we engaged individuals involved in policymaking, referred to as a policy network. This 
paper presents the primary perspectives of the policy network on the adaptation and implementation of circular 
food consumption practices by using the Q methodology. This analysis examines the complex interplay of 
governance, incentives, collaborative engagement, and community-oriented strategies in achieving circularity in 
food consumption. Our results revealed four distinct yet complementary factor groups indicating that the 
transition towards circular food consumption practices should be built on societal models that emphasize 
resilience, shared responsibility, and shared governance, thus delivering not only a sustainable food system but 
also a more equitable one. In conclusion, the findings indicate that the transition entails more than a mere 
technical adjustment or behavioral change; it represents a complex transformation shaped by the values, pri
orities, and capacities of the involved policy networks.

1. Introduction

Food has long been recognized as a powerful cultural element that 
connects people, fosters social relationships, and creates a sense of 
sharing across generations. In addition, the way humans consume food 
holds a unique ability to bring people together. However, in today’s era 
of mass consumption, these dynamics have considerably changed. 
Beyond its symbolic and emotional significance, food should be recon
sidered in relation to the planet’s ecological limits and the resources it 
provides. This re-evaluation requires recognizing that food is not only a 
source of nutrition but also part of a broader ecological and socioeco
nomic system (Galt, 2013).

One of the central environmental challenges in today’s food systems 
lies in the fact that both production and consumption remain strongly 
influenced by the linear economy and its “take–make–waste” paradigm. 
In this regard, the integration of circular economy (CE) practices into 
existing production and consumption systems has been increasingly 
recognized as a viable strategy for driving systemic change (Ghisellini 
et al., 2016; Puntillo, 2023). CE is based on a simple but powerful idea: 
“the repurposing of materials, mitigating the excessive consumption of 

natural resources and ensuring that usable products do not end up as 
landfill waste” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015). The food sector 
needs to switch to this model because it uses many resources and creates 
a lot of waste, making it a key area for putting CE principles into action. 
However, several structural challenges make it more difficult for the 
food sector to align with CE principles than for other industries. These 
include the food sector’s strong dependence on natural capital, the 
complexity of biological processes in agriculture, the perishability of 
products, evolving consumer expectations and behaviors, and regula
tory constraints on production. Overcoming these challenges requires 
more than technological innovations or changes in individual behavior; 
it requires coordinated governance structures that are able to align the 
diversity of actors around shared circular objectives. In this respect, 
policy network (PN) represents those arenas in which different in
stitutions, organizations, and stakeholders interact to shape, implement, 
and monitor policies that could accelerate the circular transformation of 
food systems.

In line with this rationale, this study focuses on the PNs to explore 
their perspectives on the adoption and implementation of circular food 
consumption practices (CFCP). The aim of this study is to understand 
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how PN can facilitate systemic change by promoting a transition toward 
circular consumption, particularly given that consumer awareness and 
behavioral shifts remain underdeveloped and poorly understood. 
Although the existing literature contains a considerable number of 
studies exploring the viewpoints and perspectives of various stake
holders, the perspective of PNs is often overlooked in key matters related 
to how changes in food consumption are interpreted, regulated, and 
shaped (Vecchio et al., 2024). To this end, the study employs Q meth
odology, supported by an analytical framework that integrates the three 
ESG pillars (Environmental, Social, and Governance) with the National 
Policy Instrument Framework proposed by Sousa et al. (2021), thereby 
offering a comprehensive and multidimensional approach to the study of 
policy-driven circular transitions in food systems.

However, it is crucial to clarify that this study does not directly 
analyze consumer behavior but instead examines how CFCP is inter
preted and envisioned by policy actors. Accordingly, behavioral state
ments representing consumer perspectives are intentionally excluded to 
maintain the analytical focus on governance processes. Nevertheless, the 
method employed is widely used in the social sciences, and the purpose 
of this study is to contribute to the foundation for future work on the 
CFCP transition by integrating the study’s central theme into the 
broader discourse and its practical application.

This study is structured as follows. Section 2 provides the back
ground and theoretical context, outlining the transition from linear to 
circular food systems and introducing the conceptual foundations of 
circular food consumption. In addition, the section discusses the rela
tionship between circularity and sustainability, framing the role of 
consumers and PN in this transition. Section 3 presents the conceptual 
framework adopted for the study, the National Policy Instrument 
Framework (Sousa et al., 2021). Section 4 describes the application of 
the Q methodology. Section 5 presents the four distinct factor groups, 
each representing a PN perspective on the adoption and implementation 
of CFCP, analyzed through the lens of sustainability dimensions and 
policy functions. Finally, Sections 6 and 7 explore the theoretical, 
practical, and policy implications of the findings for enhancing circu
larity in food systems.

2. Background

2.1. Circular food economy

The concept of a circular food economy has emerged in response to 
these challenges. According to Lugo et al. (2022), this approach in
tegrates CE principles to reshape the food supply system into a sus
tainable framework—one that provides restorative, regenerative, and 
healthy food while reducing waste and water use and generating eco
nomic benefits for all stakeholders. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation, a 
pioneering organization in the field, outlined three key elements of the 
circular food economy in its 2019 report: (i) sourcing food grown regen
eratively and locally where appropriate; (ii) design and marketing of 
healthier products; and (iii) making the most of the food. Since then, the 
concept of a circular food economy has been defined in various ways 
across the literature.

According to Lever and Sonnino (2022), CE solutions for the food 
sector can be categorized into two main discourses. The first discourse 
focuses on technological interventions inspired by industrial ecology to 
address the challenges posed by large multinational corporations and 
agribusiness. These solutions aim to close nutrient loops, enable the 
systematic dispersion of packaging materials, and recover energy from 
biological waste through processes such as anaerobic digestion. While 
these initiatives offer certain economic and social benefits, they have 
been criticized for neglecting the influence of supply chain dynamics in 
contributing to food waste. The second discourse, as Lever and Sonnino 
(2022) explained, prioritizes the implementation of regenerative agro
ecological practices within local communities. This discourse empha
sizes biodiversity, soil fertility, and reduced dependence on external 

inputs. This approach advocates for a broader transformation of the food 
system by promoting locally rooted, socially equitable, and ecologically 
sustainable food networks.

However, the consumption phase has received comparatively less 
attention, despite being one of the most challenging stages to address in 
the transition to circular food systems (Aschemann-Witzel & Stan
gherlin, 2021; do Canto et al., 2021). Most consumers still play a key 
role in sustaining a perpetual production cycle, often overlooking the 
long-term environmental consequences and their implications for 
human health. Although a comprehensive understanding of the con
sumer’s role is essential for advancing this integration, the literature 
remains unclear about the definition of the circular consumer (Yeter 
et al., 2025) Therefore, consumer profiles and consumption patterns, 
particularly with respect to food, remain poorly understood 
(Georgantzis Garcia et al., 2021).

2.2. Circular consumers

The effective functioning of the circular food economy relies on the 
development of consumers capable of aligning their consumption be
haviors with this model. In this context, “circular consumers” can be 
described as individuals who adopt consumption patterns aligned with 
the philosophy of the CE. These consumers tend to prioritize the origin 
of food, its mode of production, and its broader sustainability implica
tions. In the literature, such consumers are described as those who base 
their purchasing decisions on principles such as environmental re
sponsibility, local production, and resource efficiency—reflecting the 
ethical and systemic logic of the CE (Hobson, 2016; do Canto et al., 
2021; Fassio & Chirilli, 2023; di Santo et al., 2024).

This awareness is reflected in a set of behavioral choices. Circular 
consumers tend to form a deeper connection with food, adopt more 
mindful eating practices, consider the entire life cycle of products when 
making purchasing decisions, reduce food waste, and advocate for sus
tainability across the food system. In addition, being a circular consumer 
means adopting a holistic mindset that accepts consumption as part of a 
sustainable lifestyle. For example, choosing products made from recy
cled or biodegradable materials can reduce the demand for virgin re
sources (Dangelico & Pontrandolfo, 2010). Similarly, consumers who 
plan their meals and make use of leftovers can contribute to a more 
circular food system by significantly reducing household food waste 
(Stancu et al., 2016). These principles are put into practice through 
initiatives that demonstrate the tangible benefits of circular consump
tion. For instance, the Indonesian-based app “Kecipir”1 promotes sus
tainable agriculture by selling locally produced organic products in 
reusable containers. Since 2016, Kecipir has prevented ~1.5 tons of 
plastic waste and 300 tons of food waste. The UK-based app OLIO2

contributes to circular practices by facilitating food sharing among 
neighbors, businesses, and volunteers. OLIO has helped prevent ~90 
tons of food waste and reduced an estimated 87–156 tons of CO2 
emissions (Makov et al., 2020). These examples illustrate that when 
appropriate infrastructures are in place, CFCP can move from abstract 
concepts to regular consumer habits. However, despite the practical 
potential demonstrated by such cases, deeper theoretical reflection is 
still required to position circular food consumption within the broader 
sustainability framework.

2.3. Sustainability and circular economy

Having begun to discuss circular food consumption, it is reasonable 
to examine sustainability through the lens of the CE. Geissdoerfer et al. 
(2017, p. 762) argued that sustainability and circularity emphasize 
“intra- and intergenerational commitments motivated by environmental 

1 https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-examples/kecipir.
2 https://olioapp.com/en/.
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hazards and signal the importance of increasing agency and public 
deliberation upon the multiple and coexisting pathways for develop
ment.” Although these concepts originate from distinct philosophical 
foundations, they are closely interrelated. As Geissdoerfer et al. noted, 
the CE aims to promote sustainability and should not be assessed in 
isolation, as doing so may lead to ineffective strategies for achieving the 
intended transition. In line with this view, Walker et al. (2022)
emphasized that circularity serves as a practical means to pursue the 
broader objective of a sustainable society. However, the relationship 
between circularity and sustainability in the context of food consump
tion requires further elaboration. Promoting sustainability within food 
systems involves not only improving resource efficiency and reducing 
waste but also ensuring food security, advancing social justice, and 
strengthening resilient governance structures (Willett et al., 2019; 
Rockström et al., 2020; Velenturf & Purnell, 2021). CFCP can contribute 
to these goals by minimizing environmental impacts, promoting socially 
responsible behavioral change, and fostering community-based net
works of sharing and reuse (Kirchherr et al., 2017; Korhonen et al., 
2018). The existence of these factors raises questions about the capacity 
of PNs to guide this transformation, a topic addressed in the next section.

2.4. Policy network

According to Coleman (2001, p. 11608), a PN represents “a set of 
informal and formal interactions between a variety of usually collective 
public and private actors, who have different, but interdependent interests, 
engaged in horizontal, relatively non-hierarchical discussions and negotia
tions to define policy alternatives, or formulate policies, or implement them.” 
Following this definition, Vecchio et al. (2024) conceptualized the PN 
using a puzzle metaphor, portraying it as a set of actors that must be 
integrated within an institutionalized framework. Their definition, 
which guided the selection of participants in this study, distinguishes 
three components: “The first, which is represented by actors that actively 
shape policy formation, like directors of agencies or authorities in agri-food 
systems or policymakers; the second, which is composed of so-called inter
mediary bodies, like trade associations; and the third, which comprises all 
civil society actors, including academics whose importance has grown 
recently” (Fig. 1). In the case of academics, their inclusion within the 
civil society group reflects their indirect role in shaping policy. Their 
involvement is primarily based on disciplinary expertise and a 
commitment to the public interest, rather than on representing 
governmental or institutional agendas (Weiss, 1979; Haas, 1992). Ac
cording to this understanding, each component of the PN plays a distinct 

role, and their interaction contributes to a more holistic policymaking 
process (Van Waarden, 1992). To support this view, Van Waarden 
(1992, p. 46), one of the early contributors to the PN concept, observed 
that actors involved in policymaking and implementation depend on one 
another. Their relationships are built on mutual interests, as well as the 
exchange of information and influence. He emphasized that “although 
the levels of power and influence of each actor in policy making may vary, the 
process is collective in nature.” These relationships, therefore, tend to 
develop into permanent, structured, and network-like forms. This 
interdependence is similar to preparing a complex dish, where each 
ingredient—representing a different actor—contributes its unique flavor 
and function. Just as the outcome depends on the careful combination of 
distinct elements, the policymaking process emerges as an experimental, 
dynamic, and negotiated endeavor.

This network offers a foundational framework for understanding 
how ideas are shaped and mobilized within policy processes. Building on 
the interactive structure of PNs, public policies serve as key instruments 
for steering systemic change and sustainability-oriented change (Köhler 
et al., 2019). Although the CE may not fully meet the formal criteria of a 
public good, it closely aligns with its principles. This alignment is due to 
the CE’s aims of reducing environmental footprints, conserving re
sources, addressing systemic externalities, improving equity and 
employment, and enhancing transparency and systemic resilience 
(Oliveira et al., 2021). From this perspective, selecting PNs as the sample 
group for this study is particularly important as they represent the arena 
in which different actors negotiate the direction of public policies for 
CFCP. Furthermore, de Graaff et al. (2025) stated that policies are not 
necessarily objective determinations. Instead, policies emerge from 
deliberation among actors with varying positions and degrees of power, 
within policymaking communities and in broader institutional contexts 
(Majone, 1989; Fischer & Forester, 1993). In systemic, revolutionary, 
and behavior-based change contexts, such as the CPCP, achieving 
maximum reform in systems depends on the regulatory and motiva
tional authority of policy, which may result in an unacceptable condi
tion at the consumption point (Bulah et al., 2024).

3. National policy instrument framework

The role of governments in enabling the transition to a sustainable 
economic model is undeniably crucial and complex. In this context, 
national authorities, such as ministries of environment, establish regu
latory frameworks and direct economic restructuring through policies 
that address current issues. In doing so, “The Circular Economy 

Fig. 1. Policy network organization
Source. Adapted from Vecchio et al. (2024).
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Organization” has established a systematic framework, “The National 
Policy Instrument” (Sosa et al., 2021), to assist national governments in 
implementing CE concepts, with a focus on production systems and 
macro-level governance.

The organization built this framework by combining scholarly 
research, case analyses, and expert evaluations. Originally founded on 
the Ellen MacArthur Foundation’s Toolkit for policymakers, which in
cludes over 400 international case studies, it was subsequently enhanced 
with additional research in eco-innovation, green growth, and sustain
able development. Experts evaluated the model to validate its robustness 
and, in the second iteration, integrated real-world policy examples. 
These included initiatives not explicitly labeled as CE policies, such as 
integrated waste management and regeneration initiatives. The frame
work has a three-tiered structure (Fig. 2). Tier 1 outlines five funda
mental policy functions: “Mobilize, Educate, Manage, Incentivize, and 
Regulate.” Tier 2 defines the principal policy directives for each func
tion, whereas Tier 3 offers flexible, context-sensitive policy instruments.

The adaptation of a structure originally designed for production- 
focused governance to this study can be attributed to the rapid mo
mentum the CE has gained in related research, reflecting its growing 
popularity (De Angelis, 2022). Although interest in the CE has grown 
substantially, existing frameworks have received limited evaluation in 
academic research and practical applications, particularly regarding 
consumption. Camacho-Otero et al. (2018) noted a significant gap in the 
availability of a comprehensive framework that explicitly addresses the 
behavioral and systemic changes required to support the transition to
ward circular consumption practices. This absence continues to hinder 
the effective application of circularity principles to consumption.

In this regard, this framework emphasizes core functions such as 
systemic change, awareness-raising, stakeholder participation, and in
centives, all of which are crucial for altering consumer behavior and 
facilitating a transition to a new model (Geels, 2011; Kirchherr et al., 
2018). Thus, this study demonstrates the interdisciplinary applicability 
of the framework by adapting its functions to individual decision- 
making contexts and examining how policy strategies can influence 
the consumer-centered transition to circular consumption. In addition, 
this study is the first academic application to emphasize the framework’s 
capacity to link policy and academic research. By considering consumer 
behavior as a fundamental element of circular systems, the framework 
has the potential to enhance its practical applicability in this field, 
making it a valuable resource for both academic research and real-world 
applications (Linder et al., 2017).

In adapting the framework to this study, the basic functions in Tier 1 
were preserved, whereas the policy directions in Tier 2 were reshaped to 
better reflect consumption-related goals and behaviors. In Tier 3, new 
instruments were proposed to support behavioral change, consumer 
empowerment, and food system transformation. In this sense, the 
interpretation of each function is explained in the following section.

3.1. Mobilize

In the original model, the Circular Economy Organization defines3

Mobilize (p. 2) as “sets the direction of and builds momentum towards 
long-term change, while also dictating how this direction is determined 
and governed.” Based on this description, the function can be under
stood as the active engagement of stakeholders in the decision-making 
process, since it involves setting the direction for change and deter
mining how that direction is governed.

The Mobilize function is shown at Tier 1 (Fig. 2). Given this study’s 
focus on consumption, additional policy instruments designed to 
enhance consumer willingness to adopt CFCP are introduced in Tier 3. 
Stakeholder engagement is recognized as a critical policy direction. One 

proposed mechanism for managing the transition is the formation of 
local food alliances, which facilitate collaboration among local farmers, 
food producers, and consumers. These alliances enhance local produc
tion networks, fostering sustainability and reducing reliance on exten
sive supply chains that often limit consumer visibility into the product 
lifecycle. Laurenti et al. (2018) highlighted the importance of socio
economic embeddedness in achieving CE objectives, serving as a rele
vant illustration of community-oriented approaches (Beamer et al., 
2023). This concept fosters a collaborative environment in which 
stakeholder participation facilitates the effective sharing and reuse of 
resources. Research consistently highlights the significance of aligning 
diverse interests with common sustainability goals, demonstrating that 
such alignment enhances the implementation of CE initiatives 
(Marjamaa et al., 2021; Muriithi & Ngare, 2023). Government policies 
significantly enhance mobilization efforts by fostering collaborative 
practices and resource sharing among industries (Awan et al., 2022). In 
addition, from the consumer perspective, this function fosters a shared 
vision and sense of purpose for engagement. Fostering collaboration and 
generating positive momentum can enhance consumers’ sense of in
clusion in a shared journey toward CFCP, thereby boosting their 
participation and commitment (Rosário et al., 2024; Tabas et al., 2025). 
Implementing collaboration and momentum-building may enable the 
practical application of circular practices and establish the infrastruc
ture for sustained longevity.

3.2. Educate

The function Education (p. 2) is defined4 by the organization as 
“increases the overall level of awareness and builds the necessary skills 
and knowledge around the circular economy to foster long-term 
change.” Education is a key function in the framework as raising 
awareness and understanding of CE concepts among stakeholders is 
essential (Fig. 2).

This function in the framework exemplifies the complementary idea 
of “education pathways.” It is argued that early childhood educators and 
higher education instructors are responsible for disseminating knowl
edge about CE (Renfors, 2024). To fulfill this responsibility competently, 
students should understand the CE’s basic competencies. In the places 
where education is provided, educators should determine appropriate 
strategies, and CE practices should be gradually adapted to behavior. CE 
practices aim to achieve permanent sustainability from the perspectives 
of individuals and society, and therefore, in their lifestyles. To this end, 
it should not be overlooked how necessary it is to provide educators with 
the required skills and resources to instill a circularity-oriented mindset 
in future generations, free from the influence of past generations. In this 
way, it is possible to contribute to the establishment of a sustainable 
society where circular practices are embedded in individuals’ cultures 
and behaviors. Studies demonstrate that environmentally conscious and 
educated personnel participate more in CE activities, thereby enhancing 
organizational performance. In this direction, educational initiatives 
facilitate the transformation process by addressing knowledge gaps 
(Rizos et al., 2016; Khan et al., 2020; Kwarteng et al., 2022). Increasing 
awareness of this matter involves understanding product life cycles in 
consumers’ minds, the environmental consequences of waste, and how 
their decisions affect the wider public. Therefore, successful educational 
programs can empower all stakeholders throughout the value chain.

3.3. Manage

Within the framework, the organization defines5 the Manage 

3 https://www.circle-economy.com/resources/the-national-policy-instr 
ument-framework.

4 https://www.circle-economy.com/resources/the-national-policy-instr 
ument-framework.

5 https://www.circle-economy.com/resources/the-national-policy-instr 
ument-framework.
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function (p. 2) as one that “influences the use and function of physical 
and material elements within the national environment.” This capacity 
positions Manage as a key driver in predicting and shaping systemic 
change. In this context, the CE ensures that resources are used effi
ciently, reducing waste and conserving finite natural resources while 
supporting economic growth through cost minimization, innovation, 
and enhanced productivity (Pomoni et al., 2024).

This function emphasizes integrating circular infrastructure and 
resource management into community practices. As indicated in Tier 3 
of Fig. 2, an example of “shared public-owned assets” might involve 
public institutions allocating small plots of land for use as community 
gardens, where residents grow food using compost sourced from 
accessible local composting programs. This approach can establish a 
closed-loop system in which food waste is transformed into valuable 
inputs for local food production. Moreover, produce harvested from 
these gardens can support circular food consumption initiatives by 
supplying healthy and sustainable food to public institutions such as 
schools and hospitals. However, such initiatives require the develop
ment of business structures that prioritize resource efficiency and waste 
reduction, as well as the adoption of collaborative approaches among 
relevant stakeholders (Garcés-Ayerbe et al., 2019; Opferkuch et al., 
2021). Research shows that organizations with solid governance 
frameworks have a competitive advantage over others in implementing 
such transformations (García-Quevedo et al., 2020; Li et al., 2023). 
Without well-managed systems, however, logistical and structural bar
riers may hinder consumer participation in CE practices, underscoring 
the critical role of effective coordination and infrastructure in enabling 
circularity.

3.4. Incentivize

The organization defines6 the Incentivize function (p. 2) in the 
framework as one that “sends market signals and support to businesses, 
citizens and governments to promote certain activities.” Given that one 
of the most persistent challenges in implementing CE practices is shifting 
consumer behavior (Chenavaz & Dimitrov, 2024), this function becomes 
particularly critical.

Enduring shifts in consumption patterns within the CE can be sup
ported by fostering a circular society (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). In this 
context, well-designed incentives play a vital role in cultivating con
sumer commitment to circular systems. As shown in Fig. 2, the proposals 
developed in this study are intended to influence consumer mindsets. 
For instance, circular “consumer subsidies”—such as vouchers or value- 
added tax reductions on sustainable food products—could enhance the 
accessibility and attractiveness of eco-friendly options. Additional 
mechanisms include “micro-grants” to support grassroots initiatives 
such as local food waste reduction and “eco-credits,” which reward low- 
waste behaviors by allowing consumers to exchange accumulated points 
for discounts or public services (Peng & Su, 2022). When implemented 
in combination, these tools can have the potential to foster a consumer- 
centric circular ecosystem by aligning behavioral incentives with sys
temic sustainability goals (Chenavaz & Dimitrov, 2024). The literature 
indicates that incentives, such as discounts or rewards, increase the 
likelihood that consumers engage in behaviors that support the CE and 

Fig. 2. Adapted framework for circular food consumption).
Source. Own elaboration based on the original framework (https://www.circle-economy.com/about

6 https://www.circle-economy.com/resources/the-national-policy-instr 
ument-framework.
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make it easier for them to accept products made from recycled materials 
or food byproducts (Borrello et al., 2017; Sousa et al., 2021). Therefore, 
incentives that can positively reinforce consumer behavior are essential 
to the adaptation process of CE practices.

3.5. Regulate

In the model, the final function, Regulate (p. 2), is described7 as 
“changes the rules of the systems to achieve compliance through 
enforcement.” What makes the regulation crucial is that it provides 
consumers with reliable and impartial information about the products 
and services they choose (Fig. 2).

According to Kraak et al. (2014), regulations help consumers make 
more informed decisions by establishing clear standards, promoting 
accountability, and increasing transparency. For example, food brands 
outlining product details through transparent labels can help consumers 
make informed choices, facilitating the CE transition. Research indicates 
that eco-labels are preferred when they are clearly linked to positive 
environmental outcomes valued by consumers (Meis-Harris et al., 2021; 
Palazzo et al., 2023). Therefore, the proposition of “standard circular 
labels” within the framework’s regulatory function would further in
fluence consumer purchasing decisions, as it requires clear information 
on a product’s recyclability or recycled content. The European Union’s 
CE Action Plan (European Commission, 2020) provides a concrete 
example of this proposed policy instrument, advocating clear labeling to 
increase product recycling and reduce waste. Alternatively, the proposal 
of “national guidelines” could integrate the nutritional value of products 
with sustainability criteria, encouraging consumers to make conscious 
choices in terms of both health and environmental benefits. In addition, 
“community-based tracking” systems could strengthen a culture of 
accountability in relationships with brands by allowing consumers to 
report misleading claims by manufacturers in terms of transparency 
regarding CE practices they follow during the production process. For 
example, systems implemented in areas such as forest protection 
(Danielsen et al., 2005) or sustainable fishing certification (MSC Canada, 
2023) demonstrate that consumers can actively participate in processes 
that encourage producers to become more responsible in their produc
tion. However, challenges such as inequalities in digital access and the 
risk of system abuse must be addressed for consumer participation in 
CFCP to be effective. In summary, regulations provide the foundation for 
circular consumption practices, enabling individual actions to be sup
ported by effective and sustainable systems.

4. Methodology

The concept of human subjectivity refers to the personal perspec
tives, feelings, beliefs, and experiences that shape an individual’s un
derstanding of the world (Husserl, 2012). In the past, it was thought that 
human subjectivity could not be systematically or precisely explored 
(McKeown & Thomas, 2013). The historical and philosophical roots of 
this belief trace back to the Enlightenment’s emphasis on rationality, 
during which philosophers such as Descartes and Kant established a 
distinction between objective reality and subjective experience. This 
dualism influenced early psychology, particularly behaviorism, which 
dismissed subjectivity in favor of observable behaviors (Watson, 1913; 
Skinner, 1938). However, a shift in the mid-20th century introduced 
phenomenology, existentialism, and humanistic psychology, which 
highlighted the value of subjective experience (Heidegger, 1962; Hus
serl, 2012). This shift fostered the development of new qualitative 
methods, such as interviews and case studies, enabling an in-depth un
derstanding of individual perspectives and challenging the traditional 
divide between subjectivity and objectivity. Building on this shift, 

British physicist and psychologist William Stephenson developed Q 
methodology in the 1930s as a structured approach to systematically 
study and analyze subjective viewpoints (Stephenson, 1935). Later on, 
in the 2000s, Q methodology was praised as “the best-developed para
digm for the investigation of human subjectivity” by Dryzek & Holmes 
(2002, p. 20), indicating that it provides a conceptual framework and a 
set of research steps specifically designed to explore personal opinions, 
beliefs, and experiences in a way that can reveal both consensus and 
divergence across different individuals’ views (Lundberg et al., 2023).

Herein, a series of steps characteristic of Q methodology, as outlined 
by McKeown & Thomas (2013), were followed to explore the primary 
perspectives of PNs on the adaptation and implementation of CFCP 
(Fig. 3). The approach begins with identifying the topic of interest and 
compiling a broad range of viewpoints and discourses surrounding it 
(Concourse). From this base, a subset of statements is carefully selected 
and refined (Q-Sample). These statements are then ranked by partici
pants (P-Set) according to their subjective viewpoints (Q-Sorting). 
Finally, the resulting configurations are analyzed to uncover shared 
patterns of thought or distinct perspectives among respondents (Anal
ysis and Interpretation). The survey was administered via the online 
platform “Q Method Software” (https://qmethodsoftware.com/) and 
disseminated digitally to reach participants across Europe.

4.1. Concourse

The initial concept, Concourse theory, refers to the collective flow of 
ideas, discussions, and expressions related to a specific topic within 
society (Brown, 1980). This stage forms the foundation of Q method
ology, providing the content from which statements for the Q-Sorting 
process are derived. Any misleading circumstances at this stage would 
impact the entire study (Brown, 1980). The Concourse was developed 
based on scientific literature, historical and contemporary reports from 
major agriculture and food organizations, periodicals, and prior expert 
interviews on the subject, following the approach outlined by McKeown 
and Thomas (2013). The Concourse phase is essential as it provides the 
foundation for developing the statements in the subsequent Q-Sample 
stage. Since the methodology seeks to capture subjectivity, Brown 
(1993) argued that these statements should reflect personal viewpoints 
or attitudes rather than objective facts.

4.2. Q-Sample

In the second phase of the methodology, known as the Q-Sample, a 
subdivision of statements is developed. This refined set will later be 
presented to respondents, who are asked to rank the statements ac
cording to their perspectives. Based on a review of scientific and 
nonscientific literature, followed by internal discussions among the 
authors, a list of 75 preliminary statements was generated. These 
statements were then reformulated to begin with the phrase “Circular 
food consumption….” Following the initial development of 75 state
ments, the list was reduced to a final set of 30 by applying a systematic 
methodology for Q-Sample identification (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). 
This number is consistent with Q methodology guidelines for a feasible 
and analytically robust quantity for respondent sorting (Brown, 1980, 
1993). This study investigates how PN actors conceptualize and inter
pret the transition to circular food consumption.

Accordingly, behavior-based statements reflecting the consumer’s 
perspective were excluded from the Q-Sample, as the research adopts a 
perspective that differs from much of the existing literature. For 
instance, in a study by do Canto et al. (2021), consumers are framed as 
active agents—such as “purchasers,” “learners,” and “prosu
mers”—within the context of circular food behaviors. By contrast, the 
present study conceptualizes consumers primarily as “recipients” within 
the policy transition process. This term refers to consumers as agents 
functioning within the structural, regulatory, and infrastructural 
framework established by PN. From this perspective, the focus is not on 

7 https://www.circle-economy.com/resources/the-national-policy-instr 
ument-framework.
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consumers themselves but on how policy actors position them in the 
transition toward CFCP. Moreover, the inclusion of consumer-oriented 
statements in the Q-Sample was intentionally avoided, as it might shift 
the analytical focus away from the policymaking dimension and toward 
individual behavior, potentially misrepresenting the study’s epistemo
logical stance. Thus, the selected statements aim to summarize the 
institutional and normative conditions identified by policy actors as 
essential for enabling the transition.

The final subset was subsequently organized into five predefined 
categories, each corresponding to one of the framework’s Tier 1. Two 
statements were assigned to each function while incorporating the three 
dimensions of the ESG approach (Table 1). This organizational structure 
was designed to meet the study’s analytical objectives and was not 
disclosed to the respondents. The selection of the ESG dimen
sions—Environment, Social, and Governance—in the data collection pro
cess was not arbitrary but rather a deliberate choice grounded in the 

nature of the transition under investigation. Although sustainability is 
often conceptualized through environmental, social, and economic di
mensions (Purvis et al., 2019), the inclusion of Governance was inten
tional, as it encompasses the decision-making, regulatory, and 
institutional processes that shape transitions toward circular food con
sumption (Miranda et al., 2021). This perspective not only addresses the 
environmental impacts of consumer behavior but also integrates social 
considerations such as equity and participation, along with governance- 
related aspects including policy instruments and institutional arrange
ments. Indeed, this transition is shaped by the interactions, directions, 
and capabilities of these stakeholders. In particular, the governance 
dimension emphasizes that achieving circular food consumption in line 
with sustainability goals requires not only theoretical alignment but also 
the active involvement of stakeholders who shape policy and influence 
social norms (Meadowcroft, 2007).

4.3. P-Set

Concerning the P-Set, McKeown & Thomas (2013) emphasized that 
participant selection can be based either on theoretical consid
erations—focusing on individuals with specific relevance to the study’s 
objectives—or on pragmatic grounds, where any participant may be 
deemed suitable. In Q methodology, which employs a mixed-methods 
approach (Khirfan & Peck, 2021; Iversen et al., 2022), sample sizes 
are typically small, generally ranging from 10 to 40 participants (Shabila 
et al., 2014; Lin et al., 2015). Rather than prioritizing high participant 
numbers, Brown (1980) advocated greater investment in ensuring the 
variability and quality of the sample, a view supported by Watts & 
Stenner (2012). The Q methodology generally employs a nonrandom 
participant sample, not only to encompass all possible viewpoints but 
also to identify generalized attitudes through emergent factors 
(McKeown & Thomas, 2013). These factors facilitate the comparison of 
attitudes as distinct perspectives, regardless of the number of individuals 
who define them.

Herein, the selection of PN actors as the P-Sample was both delib
erate and strategic, with participants chosen according to the three 
components of the PNs defined in Fig. 1. Given that CFCP remains an 
emerging and conceptually fragmented domain from the consumer 
perspective, exploring the viewpoints of policy actors is essential to 
understanding the foundational logics and enabling conditions that 
shape the potential for consumer engagement. Accordingly, participants 
were selected based on theoretical considerations, yielding a purposive 
sample of knowledgeable, well-informed PN actors. A total of 60 po
tential respondents were invited via email to complete the online survey, 
which was accessible anonymously. This process provided 29 valid re
sponses. Among the respondents, 5 were directly involved in policy
making (first component of the network), 11 were affiliated with 
intermediary bodies (second component), and 13 were engaged in 
academia (third component). All respondents were based in various 
European countries (Fig. 4). No predefined criteria were applied to 
determine the geographical scope; rather, participants from diverse 
European countries were invited, and those who responded were 

Fig. 3. Theoretical steps of Q methodology Source. Own elaboration

Table 1 
Structure behind the design of the statements.

Environmental (E) dimension

Mobilize Engage stakeholders across the food system to prioritize environmental 
resilience through circular practices.

Educate Disseminate knowledge on the ecological benefits of circular food 
systems to drive sustainable behaviors and decisions.

Manage Implement systems to monitor and reduce the environmental impact of 
food production, distribution, and consumption.

Incentivize Encourage the adoption of low-impact practices by rewarding 
environmental stewardship within food systems.

Regulate Enforce environmental standards that mandate reductions in food waste 
and promote sustainable practices in food production, distribution, and 
consumption.

Social (S) dimension

Mobilize Bring together communities, local organizations, and food producers to 
foster community involvement to enhance social inclusivity and 
resilience within circular food systems.

Educate Promote awareness of social impacts linked to circular food practices, 
advocating responsible and equitable consumption.

Manage Oversee equitable access, labor practices, and community well-being 
within food systems to enhance social outcomes.

Incentivize Support socially responsible food practices by recognizing and 
rewarding contributions to local and equitable food systems.

Regulate Implement policies to protect social equity in food production and 
ensure fair access to sustainable food.

Governance (G) dimension

Mobilize Align policy, industry, and civil society efforts to institutionalize 
circularity within food systems.

Educate Inform policymakers and industry leaders on circular economy 
principles to drive strategic decision-making.

Manage Establish accountability frameworks that ensure transparent and 
effective implementation of circular food policies.

Incentivize Leverage policy tools to encourage compliance with circular economy 
practices in the food sector.

Regulate Standards and labeling provide clarity and trust, enabling informed 
consumption decisions.
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included. As such, the map reflects only the distribution of actual re
sponses received. Although the sample consists of some national-level 
officials, the study primarily captures the perspectives of actors oper
ating in subnational, transnational, or intermediary roles. This compo
sition supports a broader understanding of policy processes, beyond the 
constraints of national representation.

4.4. Q-Sorting

Following participant selection, the Q-Sorting procedure was con
ducted, in which each participant ranked the statements along a con
tinuum from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” using a quasi- 
normal distribution grid (Fig. 5). Before releasing the survey, the 
statements were pretested by five researchers with expertise in the 
subject area to assess their clarity and coherence. The final version of the 
survey included a link to an explanatory video to help participants un
derstand the ranking procedure. Respondents were asked to rank the 
statements according to the following instruction: “Rank the following 
statements from most agree (− 4) to most disagree (+4) according to 
how much you agree with each statement regarding circular food con
sumption, based on your own opinions and experiences.” A contact 
email was provided for questions or technical issues. After completing 
the sorting activity, individuals were asked to provide basic 

demographic information, including current role, institutional affilia
tion, and country of employment. However, these data were not dis
closed in the results due to privacy considerations. No follow-up 
interviews or questionnaires were conducted after the Q-Sorting.

4.5. Analysis and interpretation

After completing the previous stages, the next phase involved 
analyzing the Q-Sorting (or Q-Sorts) results collected during the study. A 
correlation matrix was computed to examine the relationships between 
respondents’ rankings of the statements. This approach enables the 
identification of shared patterns of viewpoints among individuals, rather 
than a focus on the statements themselves (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). 
Subsequently, principal component analysis was employed to identify 
factors that categorize participants according to their comparable 
rankings. This study employs factor extraction to identify groups of re
spondents with shared perspectives, thereby elucidating the distinct 
viewpoints of the CFCP.

Different criteria were used to determine the number of factors to 
retain. These included eigenvalues of >1, the scree test, and the 
requirement that each factor have at least two Q-Sorts with significant 
loadings (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This approach balances statistical 
rigor with interpretability, ensuring that the retained factors meaning
fully capture the dataset’s diversity of viewpoints. The factors were 
rotated using the varimax method to enhance interpretability by 
simplifying the factor-loading structure, resulting in “defining Q-Sorts” 
that encapsulate the most characteristic viewpoints for each factor 
(Zabala et al., 2018). The factor matrix, or composite Q-Sort, represents 
an idealized ranking of statements for a hypothetical individual who 
fully embodies the perspective associated with the factor (Watts & 
Stenner, 2012). Factor arrays offer a systematic framework for analyzing 
various perspectives, emphasizing consensus and distinctive statements, 
which are essential for comprehending the nuanced viewpoints that 
arise from the analysis. The concluding phase involved a qualitative 
analysis of the components. Analysis of the rankings of statements 
within each factor array revealed patterns and themes that encapsulate 
the essence of each perspective. Labels were assigned to each aspect to 
summarize the common perspective it represents. The interpretative 
process plays a central role in qualitative methodology as it transforms 
statistical outcomes into meaningful narratives. All analyses were per
formed using Q Method Software (for further details, see https://qmeth 
odsoftware.com/).

5. Results

The data analysis revealed four distinct, interpretable viewpoints on 
the adaptation and implementation of CFCP within PNs. These factors 
reflect shared understandings among respondents and offer insight into 
differing priorities, perceived barriers, and enabling conditions for 

Fig. 4. Representation of the countries in which participants are based.

Fig. 5. Illustration of a fixed quasi-normal distribution
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advancing circularity in food systems. Table 2 summarizes the key 
characteristics of each factor, which are further elaborated in the 
following sections.

In a Q methodology study, the explained variance is not deemed a 
critical metric, as the researcher does not seek to determine the per
centage of a viewpoint within the population or to generalize the find
ings (Mandolesi et al., 2024). Nevertheless, a relatively low explained 
variance may indicate significant variations in perspectives and uncer
tainty concerning CFCP.

Factor scores represent the weighted averages (Z scores) assigned to 
each statement by the individuals associated with a given factor. To 
enhance the interpretability of the results, the Z scores reported in 
Table 3 have been converted to the original ranking scale [− 4 to +4]. 
This allows for a clearer understanding of the relative importance of 
each statement across the four identified perspectives, highlighting 
areas of convergence and divergence.

The four dominant discourses identified in the analysis are presented 
visually in the following section.

5.1. Factor description

5.1.1. Eco-driven, business-smart, and built for the future
The first factor is defined by eight statements that primarily 

emphasize the environmental and governance dimensions of CFCP 
(Fig. 6). The highest-ranked statement within this perspective highlights 
the importance of environmental management, asserting that CFCP can 
enable food production and consumption within planetary boundaries 
(16: +4), thereby contributing to global food security and individual 
well-being. Hence, with consumer involvement supported by trans
parent environmental reporting across the food sector, there is a way to 
help return to within those planetary boundaries and mitigate the effects 
of climate change through CFCP. By contrast to this view, CFCP relies on 
environmental and governmental incentives to encourage businesses to 
adopt low-impact technologies (17: +3) and circular models (28: +2). 
This aligns with a systemic approach to addressing the complex rela
tionship between economic activity and environmental impact. Overall, 
this perspective places environmental well-being at the core of con
sumer value, viewing it as a key driver of CFCP adoption and imple
mentation. The perspective emphasizes the importance of good 
management policies, targeted incentives, and regulatory frameworks as 
essential levers for enabling systemic change.

5.1.2. Frameworks, initiatives, and foresight—shaping a circular tomorrow
Seven statements define this perspective, focusing primarily on the 

governance aspects of CFCP, even though the highest-ranked statement 
belongs to the social dimension (Fig. 7). The leading statement from this 
perspective highlights the importance of social mobilization for the 
adoption and implementation of CFCP through collaboration among all 
stakeholders (1: +4). The successful realization of this collaboration 
requires governments to strengthen educational initiatives (24: +3) and 
support research and innovation programs (23: +2) among stakeholders 
within the same value chain, as well as across other value chains and 
sectors. This collaboration includes bodies with diverse scopes of action, 
ranging from local to global, such as start-ups, small- and medium-sized 
enterprises, and multinational corporations, in the adaptation and 
implementation of CFCP. Beyond these points, this perspective mirrors 

the importance of public procurement for a successful transition to CFCP 
(26: +2). Involving potential suppliers during the procurement process 
enables city governments to promote the adoption of more CE practices 
among businesses. When governments cooperate with suppliers to 
implement circular procurement strategies, they can ensure that con
sumer purchases align with CE practices and sustainability objectives. 
Government cooperation with suppliers through circular procurement 
strategies may result in greater availability of circular products and 
improved consumer trust in regulations. Considering the length of time 
required for the adaptation and implementation of CFCP, this perspec
tive reflects the necessity of managerial monitoring and sanction 
mechanisms for governments as all societies will go through a transition 
period in which they will be in linear and circular paradigms (25: +2). 
Moreover, the challenges associated with this transition are complex; 
systemic change, rather than fragmented solutions, is necessary and can 
be achieved through collective action. Such change may serve as an 
effective mechanism for promoting social inclusion, depending on fac
tors such as participation levels, institutional support, and communal 
readiness. In light of this, the perspective emphasizes stakeholder 
collaboration from a mobilization standpoint, together with government 
management systems and regulations, to ensure the lasting success of 
CFCP.

5.1.3. The right skills, the right incentives, and a future that works for all
Seven statements are included in this factor, which focuses on the 

social and environmental aspects of CFCP (Fig. 8). Within the framework 
of this set, the first-ranked statement reflects the importance of envi
ronmental incentives to reduce the environmental impact and foster the 
resource efficiency for a better transition for CFCP (18: +4). It is un
deniable that incentives, as part of an economic mechanism to drive 
change, can be a significant force in accelerating the transition by 
making sustainable practices economically advantageous. In this regard, 
the initiatives to be undertaken can facilitate the transition by acting as 
catalysts, taking into account the specific barriers and difficulties that 
may arise in implementing and adopting these practices, as well as the 
desired outcomes. At the consumer scale, however, this perspective (12: 
+2) reflects the need for environmental mobilizations to raise awareness 
of the positive impacts that circular food systems can have on the 
environment. The development of consumer skills and the promotion of 
lifelong learning are essential to maintaining the effectiveness of in
centives and aligning efforts aimed at enhancing consumer awareness 
with the evolving objectives of the CE (3: +2). Conversely, it has been 
asserted that improved resource management strategies, as necessitated 
by the CE, are essential for fostering CFCP and ensuring its effective 
implementation, thereby preventing inefficiencies and enhancing the 
system’s long-term sustainability. In addition, this viewpoint asserts that 
procedures should be implemented to preserve valuable resources 
before they are wasted, thereby increasing the durability of goods 
throughout their life cycle and countering the notion that resources 
should end up as garbage—the final destination in linear economy 
practices (5: +1). Beyond these benefits, humanity is at the heart of the 
development and expansion of the CE, and the transition to this new 
production and consumption model might generate numerous new jobs 
in the food sector (7: +1). These new jobs have the potential to be more 
regionally focused and more stable than those in conventional, linear 
industries. This perspective demonstrates that such localization might 
enhance local and regional economies by retaining resources and 
employment opportunities within communities. This shift requires 
thoughtful policies to guarantee labor quality and to offer improved 
employment opportunities and equitable compensation, considering 
vulnerable groups across the value chain at the scale of social regula
tions. To conclude, this perspective focuses on well-structured in
centives, awareness enhancement, and improved opportunities for 
communities to facilitate the effective implementation and adoption of 
the CFCP.

Table 2 
Factor characteristics.

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4

No. of defining variables 9 5 6 5
Avg. rel. coef. 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8
Composite reliability 0.97297 0.95238 0.96 0.95238
S.E. of factor Z scores 0.1644 0.21822 0.2 0.21822
% Explained variance 15 12 11 8
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5.1.4. From the ground up—stronger communities, smarter consumption
This viewpoint comprises eight statements that address the social, 

governance, and environmental dimensions of circular food consump
tion in a relatively balanced way (Fig. 9), with a primary emphasis on 
mobilization and regulation strategies. According to this vision, the 
statement with the highest rank emphasizes the belief that CFCP re
quires collective responsibility rather than individual effort (21: +4). 
The successful adoption and implementation of CFCP, viewed as a col
lective goal, underscores that empowering communities may facilitate 
significant participation in the transformation, leaving us with the idea 
that without robust social engagement, sustainability initiatives remain 
disconnected (10: +2). Furthermore, although grassroots movements 
are crucial, the desired practices for the transition cannot function 
independently; there is a clear necessity for institutional support (22: 
+3). At this juncture, trust may serve as a fundamental cornerstone. In a 
scenario characterized by an ambitious and challenging transition, 
where there are no defined standards for food production and consumer 
protection rules, individuals may be unwilling to adopt these practices. 
This perspective, incorporating CE principles such as reducing reliance 
on virgin resources, minimizing waste, and reusing materials, empha
sizes the potential for lowering production and operational costs. This 
approach can lead to significant long-term savings for businesses, 

Table 3 
Set of statements presented to participants.

Pillar Function N Statement F1 F2 F3 F4

Social Mobilize 1 Requires collaboration among all stakeholders. − 2 4 3 3
2 Promotes social inclusion. − 4 0 − 1 − 3

Educate 3 Requires promoting skills and lifelong learning. − 3 − 1 2 0
4 Reconnects individuals with locally sourced and produced food. − 2 − 2 0 2

Manage 5 Improves product quality and durability. − 2 − 4 1 − 1
6 Needs better resource management strategies. − 2 − 1 2 0

Incentivize 7 Fosters regional development and job creation. − 1 − 2 1 − 1
8 Leads to long-term economic savings. − 1 − 3 − 2 0

Regulate 9 Protects vulnerable groups in food supply chains. − 3 0 0 − 2
10 Drives collective action by empowering communities to contribute to circular food solutions. − 1 − 1 2 2

Environment Mobilize 11 Depends on engaging stakeholders to minimize resource use in food production. − 1 0 1 1
12 Requires efforts to raise awareness about the environmental benefits of circular food systems. 2 − 1 2 1

Educate 13 Promotes resource conservation. 1 0 − 1 − 2
14 Teaches the importance of resource conservation through circular practices. 1 − 1 1 − 1

Manage 15 Mitigates climate change effects through practices. 2 2 0 − 4
16 Preserves social well-being and planetary health. 4 − 2 − 1 − 1

Incentivize 17 Relies on incentives for businesses adopting low-environmental-impact technologies. 3 3 3 − 3
18 Thrives with financial incentives for reducing environmental impact and fostering resource efficiency. 3 0 4 − 2

Regulate 19 Requires the implementation of standards to ensure sustainability in food production and packaging. 0 − 3 0 2
20 Needs regulations that ensure transparency in environmental reporting across food industries. 1 − 2 1 1

Governance Mobilize 21 Is a collective responsibility. 0 1 − 3 4
22 Depends on strong institutional frameworks. 0 1 − 1 3

Educate 23 Needs governments to support research and innovation programs. 2 2 0 1
24 Is strengthened by funding for educational initiatives. 1 3 0 0

Manage 25 Thrives on monitoring and enforcement mechanisms. − 1 2 − 2 0
26 Requires integrating circular practices into public procurement. 0 2 − 2 − 1

Incentivize 27 Brings higher economic and environmental value for consumers and sellers. 1 1 − 2 − 2
28 Depends on incentivizing businesses to adopt circular models. 2 1 − 1 2

Regulate 29 Relies on compliance with regulations to enhance consumer trust. 0 1 − 3 0
30 Needs sustainability-focused consumer protection regulations to build credibility. 0 0 − 4 1

Factor 1
Score −4 −3 −2 −1 0 1 2 3 4

Statement 
number

2 3 1 25 21 24 12 18 16
9 5 10 26 14 15 17

4 7 22 13 23
6 8 30 27 28

11 29 20
19

Fig. 6. Composite sort for factor 1.

Factor 2
Score −4 −3 −2 −1 0 1 2 3 4

Statement 
number

5 19 4 12 9 29 15 24 1
8 16 14 30 22 25 17

7 3 11 28 26
20 10 13 27 23

6 2 21
18

Fig. 7. Composite sort for factor 2.

Factor 3
Score −4 −3 −2 −1 0 1 2 3 4

Statement 
number

30 29 27 28 15 11 6 17 18
21 8 13 19 20 10 1

26 16 4 5 3
25 2 9 14 12

22 24 7
23

Fig. 8. Composite sort for factor 3.

Factor 4
Score −4 −3 −2 −1 0 1 2 3 4

Statement 
number

15 17 9 14 8 12 28 22 21
2 13 7 29 30 19 1

27 5 6 20 4
18 16 24 11 10

26 3 23
25

Fig. 9. Composite sort for factor 4.
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rendering the final products more appealing to consumers. However, to 
ensure that the adoption and implementation of CFCP are feasible and 
advantageous for everyone involved, stakeholder engagement is essen
tial to minimize resource use and make circularity a reality that benefits 
everyone (11: +1). From a sociocultural perspective, this factor showed 
that although collective responsibility and institutional support are vital 
for CFCP, their efficacy is amplified when individuals have a personal 
connection to their local food systems. Creating a strengthened rela
tionship between producers and consumers, shortening supply chains, 
and fostering local food networks can enhance consumers’ perception of 
involvement, thereby reinforcing the CE at the societal level (4: 19: +2). 
In conclusion, this perspective emphasizes community-driven solutions, 
local resilience, and trust-building tools. The perspective anticipates a 
CFCP in which collaborative efforts, ethical production, and institu
tional support establish a future in which sustainability transcends mere 
idealism and becomes a common reality.

6. Discussion

This study identified four representative perspectives by linking five 
key policy functions (Mobilize, Educate, Manage, Incentivize, and 
Regulate) with three core sustainability dimensions (the ESG pillars). 
Overall, these functions and guiding principles were used to frame and 
interpret viewpoints on the adoption and implementation of CFCP.

The first discourse emphasizes environmental sustainability, 
enhanced by governmental incentives for implementing and adapting 
the CFCP. This viewpoint is critical, as the linear economic system 
perpetuates the abuse of planetary limits, commodifies ecosystem ser
vices, and fosters the relentless use and disposal of resources—factors 
increasingly recognized as contributors to biodiversity loss and climate 
change (Chaudhary et al., 2016; Folke et al., 2019; Kitzes et al., 2017; 
Pellizzoni, 2021). One of the primary characteristics of this perspective 
is the role of legislation, which promotes circularity and schemes that 
may motivate businesses to adopt circular production practices, since 
these aspects are core determinants in shaping consumer behavior. That 
said, the literature supports the view that transparency mechanisms and 
regulatory systems facilitate the CFCP transition by promoting 
accountability and compliance, ultimately generating economic and 
environmental value for both consumers and producers (Gisladottir 
et al., 2022). Discourse 1 exemplifies an environmentally driven and 
economically pragmatic strategy for an effective transition to CFCP. In 
terms of PN classification, this result indicates that this factor is directly 
associated with the first group of the PN: regulatory institutions and 
public authorities. The transition to circular food consumption is 
regarded as a technical and system-driven transformation, primarily 
influenced by top–down instruments such as environmental regulations, 
fiscal incentives, and compliance mechanisms. In this context, the con
sumer is a relatively passive recipient.

The second discourse prioritizes education and management as key 
elements within the governance pillar for adopting and implementing 
the transition. The transition to CFCP requires a fundamental change in 
consumer perceptions and in their understanding of the value created by 
this shift. To ensure a smooth transition, educational institutions and 
government funding for research and development are crucial for 
educating future stakeholders about the concepts of CE and equipping 
them with the skills they need. Conversely, effective management 
practices designed to promote a CE have a significant impact on con
sumer behavior. Supporting innovation and research could mean 
disseminating more ambitious principles and practices of the CE across 
production and consumption (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2021). For 
instance, according to Genovese et al. (2017), sustainable supply chain 
management practices motivate organizations and consumers to miti
gate the adverse environmental consequences of production and con
sumption. In this context, the role of governance is to formulate market- 
oriented strategies that support educational and management functions, 
ensuring that resources are allocated to innovations aligned with 

circular principles through collaboration with stakeholders across the 
supply chain (Kartiko, 2023). Numerous studies demonstrate that inte
grative governance, characterized by cooperation among diverse 
stakeholders, can significantly enhance the effectiveness of CE initia
tives (Aranda et al., 2023; Oliveira et al., 2021). Consequently, this 
factor substantially intersects with the second category of PN, such as 
intermediary institutions, including industry associations and NGOs. 
Rather than enforcing transformation, these actors emphasize enabling 
processes such as fostering supportive environments, facilitating cross- 
sector collaboration, and establishing incentive mechanisms. As in
termediaries, these actors shape practices that ultimately reach con
sumers—highlighting the importance of involving them in the 
transition, as underscored by this factor group.

The third discourse aligns with the CE through its potential to reduce 
negative environmental impacts and improve resource efficiency 
(Calisto Friant et al., 2024). However, as Blomsma & Brennan (2017)
noted, the CE is currently facing a “validity challenge,” and as Calisto 
Friant et al. (2020) warned, it risks being perceived as a form of 
greenwashing rather than a truly transformative model. To enhance the 
credibility of the CE and ensure its long-term success, corporate and 
governmental actors must strengthen financial incentives (Hartley et al., 
2023). Strengthening financial incentives can be accomplished by 
assisting producers in adopting CE principles and encouraging con
sumers to engage in CFCP, thereby avoiding the pitfalls of previous 
sustainability models that failed to challenge the status quo. However, to 
make a real and lasting difference, robust awareness-raising efforts, 
along with financial incentives, are needed to ensure that everyone 
involved in circular practices fully understands, embraces, and puts 
them into practice (Chenavaz & Dimitrov, 2024). Thus, this factor can be 
linked to the PN’s epistemic community, namely, academic and expert 
actors. The focus on behavioral change, skill development, and 
awareness-raising indicates a long-term perspective on knowledge- 
driven circular consumption. Within this view, the consumer is under
stood as an educable subject whose practices can be gradually reshaped 
through the transmission of knowledge.

The fourth discourse emphasizes the equal significance of the ESG 
pillars through the lenses of Mobilization and Regulation in the imple
mentation and adaptation of the CFCP. This viewpoint highlights the 
importance of shared responsibility among every group involved, com
munity engagement, and institutional support in fostering circular 
consumption practices. Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) argued that top–down 
policy interventions should be supplemented by bottom–up, 
community-led initiatives to achieve a meaningful and lasting transi
tion. Localizing food systems, shortening supply chains, and establishing 
collectives such as cooperative networks are critical strategies for 
enabling consumers to build economic resilience and support environ
mental sustainability (Borrello et al., 2017), thereby fostering place- 
based development. However, trust and institutional frameworks play 
a key role in convincing consumers of these initiatives (Luukkonen et al., 
2024; Vidal-Ayuso et al., 2023). The literature supports the idea that 
public involvement in circular food initiatives rises under transparent 
governance structures, fair regulatory systems, and participatory 
decision-making procedures (Acosta Llano et al., 2025). A well- 
structured system, as proposed by Luukkonen et al. (2024), fosters 
institutional plurality, ensuring that engagement for CFCP is not merely 
encouraged but integrated into policies, enabling communities to as
sume ownership of these practices. This factor reflects a hybrid position 
between intermediary actors and academia, particularly those engaged 
with society. Themes such as collective responsibility, local food cycles, 
and institutional trust highlight a bottom–up perspective that frames the 
consumer as a policy target and an active participant and co-creator in 
circular food systems.

Although consumers were not directly included in the analyzed 
sample, their role emerges as central in the perspectives articulated by 
PN. The findings demonstrate that each policy layer embodies a unique 
perspective on the consumer’s role and accountability in the circular 
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transition. This highlights the importance of critically examining how 
consumer policy imaginaries influence the strategies and tools advo
cated for behavior change. By giving voice to these differentiated 
imaginations, this study contributes to current discussions on how CFCP 
can be enhanced through not only institutional design but also socially 
embedded frames of agency, participation, and change.

Conversely, regarding the consensus statements—those receiving 
similar rankings across all extracted factors (Watts & Stenner, 2012)— 
the analysis yielded only one statement. The Q-item in this regard, 
“circular food consumption depends on engaging stakeholders to mini
mize resource use in food production” was evaluated within a narrow 
range of − 1 to +1, indicating neither strong support nor strong oppo
sition. Therefore, it may be inferred that from the perspective of PN, this 
statement represents either an underdeveloped area of consideration or 
one that is not currently prioritized in discussions surrounding the 
adoption and implementation of CFCP. Nonetheless, even if this neutral 
consensus is not at the forefront of current policy dialogue, stakeholder 
participation remains a widely acknowledged and essential foundation 
for advancing circularity in food systems, as consistently emphasized in 
the literature (Velenturf & Purnell, 2021).

Across the four factors, the interviewed PNs prioritize the “Manage, 
Mobilize, and Incentivize” functions of the framework as key to the 
adoption and implementation of CFCP. The prioritization of Factors 1 
and 3 was evaluated within the environmental pillar, Factor 2 was 
assessed in relation to the social pillar, and Factor 4 was examined under 
the governance pillar. Regardless of the sustainability pillars, “Educa
tion” and “Regulate” consistently appear to be less prioritized than the 
other functions across all factor groups, an outcome that may be inter
preted through different possible explanations.

In the first case scenario, while “Education” is crucial for enabling 
consumers to make informed decisions during the transition to CFCP, it 
is not an immediate solution. The direct impact of Education on 
changing consumption patterns represents a relatively long-term in
vestment (Marconi, 2018) compared with mobilization and incentiv
ization functions. While access to education can improve economic 
mobility, Yoon & Kim (2016) argued that creating an environment that 
rewards effort may yield more immediate benefits, particularly in con
sumption practices associated with materialism and spending. When it 
comes to the “Regulate” function, cultural standards, individual norms 
and behaviors, and market diversity all play crucial roles in shaping food 
consumption decisions (Morkunas et al., 2024). The lack of emphasis on 
regulation may reflect the belief that directives are a barrier to con
sumers implementing and adopting CFCP. While regulation plays a 
crucial role in safeguarding consumer rights and establishing fair prac
tices (Benöhr, 2013), it may be associated with bureaucratic delays that 
hinder timely, adaptive responses to consumer behavior. For example, 
the Regulatory Reform Toolkit highlights that measures such as junk 
food bans and mandatory calorie labeling are perceived as forms of 
“paternalistic consumer regulations” that have shown limited effec
tiveness in reducing obesity rates. This illustrates how even well- 
intentioned regulations may, at times, hinder or delay the desired 
shifts in consumer behavior (Tokeley, 2013).

In the second case scenario, engagement mechanisms are prioritized 
over “Education” and “Regulation” because the transition to circular 
practices in food consumption is theoretically established but practically 
insufficient. This insight results from the nature of the Q approach, 
which exposes common viewpoints within the participant group. 
Currently, it can be observed that economic policies frequently fail not 
because of poor design but because they inadequately consider stake
holder inclusion and evolving stakeholder requirements (Wamsler, 
2017; Nguyen Long et al., 2019). Consequently, to achieve a genuine 
and lasting impact, mechanisms that facilitate stakeholder engagement 
should take priority, notwithstanding ongoing regulatory and educa
tional developments.

In conclusion, the findings indicate that the transition to CFCP entails 
far more than a mere technical adjustment or behavioral shift. Rather, 

the transition constitutes a complex transformation shaped by the 
values, priorities, and capacities of the PNs involved in the process.

7. Conclusion

Based on the study’s results, these findings may offer new perspec
tives while presenting new challenges for further exploration. The pre
sent study offers insights into PN perceptions of the transition to CFCP 
and highlights their prioritization strategies for navigating it through the 
Q methodology, integrating theoretical and applied policy analysis. The 
incorporation of ESG pillars into the policy functions of the framework, 
together with the use of Q methodology, reveals four distinct yet com
plementary narratives. The analysis integrates the complex functions of 
governance, incentives, participative involvement, and community- 
based strategies in the implementation of circularity in food 
consumption.

The study highlights the necessity of integrating multiscale in
terventions into the CFCP framework to enable sustainable and signifi
cant policy change from a policymaking standpoint. Policymakers 
should prioritize incentive programs that support circular business 
models, build consumer trust through regulations ensuring trans
parency, and promote resilience at the local level through collective 
food governance systems—such as cooperatives—to advance the 
transition.

Cooperatives play a key role in mobilizing consumers, providing 
education to their members, and managing sustainable local supply 
chains. When adequately incentivized, cooperatives can serve as effec
tive drivers of the transition toward a CE. The aforementioned policy 
functions provide a strategic basis for establishing circularity within 
food consumption policy by subnational and national entities, thus 
presenting alternatives to prevailing production-oriented models.

In practice, the PN underscores the importance of recognizing and 
implementing stakeholder collaboration. However, PN reveals a short
fall in CFCP integration regarding critical consumer factors, particularly 
those related to product quality and durability in the CE. This gap in
dicates a discrepancy between consumer experience and policy inten
tion. Achieving closure requires focused investment in public awareness 
and institutional capacity.

From a long-term perspective, results of this study indicate that 
intergenerational approaches are essential. Therefore, in terms of the 
initiatives needed to raise awareness, the priority should be the younger 
generations rather than the older ones, as it takes many years to become 
truly circular consumers and adopt a renewed mindset. The efforts 
invested in younger cohorts today will cultivate the first generations to 
fully embrace circular food practices.

By contrast, regarding the directions in which the PN seeks to steer 
the present and future transition to CFCP, it demonstrates coherent but 
differentiated understandings across the factor groups. As shown in the 
results, Factor 1 emphasizes the environmental and governance pillars 
through a Manage–Incentivize approach. Factor 2 embodies a 
governance-oriented worldview centered on Educate and Manage. 
Factor 3 connects environmental and social issues with an Incentivi
ze–Mobilize framework. Ultimately, Factor 4 encompasses all three ESG 
pillars, emphasizing a robust mobilization role with a core focus on 
community participation. Future research should recognize this di
versity to assist policymakers in formulating targeted strategies that 
integrate structural governance tools, consumer behavioral incentives, 
and community-based participation. The framework utilized in the 
study serves as a replicable tool for identifying actor positions and 
guiding inclusive transition design.

Furthermore, the findings clearly demonstrate that PNs have the 
capacity and responsibility to steer the CFCP transition, but decisions in 
this regard should be carefully and comprehensively considered and 
implemented. In this direction, policymakers could leverage instruments 
such as food zones, local food circuits, and targeted educational cam
paigns (Brunori et al., 2016) that promote circular values while 
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remaining inclusive of stakeholders who may be less prepared or less 
informed. Based on the examples provided in the framework, public 
procurement, incentive-based regulation, and regulatory incentives can 
successfully enable the transition toward CFCP when developed 
responsibly (Sousa et al., 2021; Hartley et al., 2023). This transition 
should not exacerbate the economic disparities in food systems or leave 
behind farmers and consumers who have not fully entered into circular 
notions (Acosta Llano et al., 2025). Instead, modernization and differ
entiation processes need to be embedded within a collectivist model and 
ensure that innovations in policy contribute to cohesion and inclusive
ness. The CFCP should be underpinned by social paradigms of resis
tance, collective responsibility, and co-governance, ensuring that the 
food system is not only sustainable but also more just and equitable.

It is time for a shift in the perception of how we consume, one that 
reframes the relationship between people and nature as an interdepen
dent social–ecological system rather than as separate entities. This 
vision aligns with Heidegger’s view of nature not as a means to an end 
but as an end in itself—a call for a lifestyle in which individuals 
reconnect with the food they consume. Embracing a CE in food con
sumption offers a pathway toward building a society where economic 
progress is no longer pursued at the expense of environmental 
sustainability.
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