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1 INTRODUCTION 

Climate change is happening. There is no disputing that fact, which means that we as a 

society have to start taking heavier and heavier measures in order to slow it down and 

stop it. European commission estimates that half of greenhouse gas emissions and over 

90% biodiversity loss and water stress stems from extracting and processing resources. 

In 2017 Europeans produced 173 kg of packaging waste per inhabitant, a record-

breaking amount. (cp. Toner, 2020) While it seems that every company now has a green 

initiative and is doing everything in order to preserve the globe, the actions just are not 

there. In EU the waste generation from all economic activities has reached 2.5 billion 

tonnes yearly, which translates into roughly 500 kg of waste per citizen. A growing 

number of this amount ends up in landfills and bodies of water, rendering our planet un-

healthier than ever. (EUR-Lex - 52020DC0098 - EN - EUR-Lex, 2020) 

Circularity as a concept is not new, e.g. in agriculture cast-off corn husks can be used 

for animal feed and some parts of slaughtered cows have been made into jet engine lub-

ricant. (Blanding, 2011) Circular economy is still a rising trend and will become bigger 

in the following years as we fight to preserve the globe. (cp. Cooper, 2018) That is why 

it is rather strange that circularity has not been made a bigger selling point, in an indus-

try as heavily relying on marketing as cosmetics. 

 

1.1 Circular vs. Linear 

One form of counteraction for all the unnecessary waste production is Circular Econo-

my. Circular economy is the idea that products and materials are never wasted but al-

ways recycled or reused. In today’s world we rely heavily on linear economy, which 

consists of three steps that are take, make and waste. Resources are taken from the 

ground to create a product which after it is not needed or wanted anymore will be dis-

carded. This is a common and accepted way of doing things even though it is a burden 

for the environment.  

According to Ellen McArthur foundation, the following three principles are the founda-

tion of a new circular system. The first principle is designing out waste and pollution. 

Waste and pollution are largely caused by decisions made in the designing stages of a 
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product, changing the general view on what is seen as a well-designed product is crucial 

for circular economy. By beginning to view waste as a design flaw and starting to har-

ness new materials and technologies, we can assure that waste and pollution are not cre-

ated to begin with. The second principle is keeping and materials in use, instead of get-

ting rid of them. The world’s resources are finite so it is not enough that some products 

can be designed in a way that they can be reused, repaired and remanufactured, but we 

also need to get back materials used in packaging for example, so they don’t end up in 

landfills. Principle number three is to regenerate natural systems, which means actively 

improving the environment by returning nutrients to the soil and other ecosystems. This 

way we can start healing and improving our natural resources. (What is the circular 

economy, 2020)  

 

 

Figure 1. Linear economy versus Circular economy. (Lindl, 2018) 



9 

 

1.2 Circular economy and cosmetics 

In the field of cosmetics, the brand Lush has done some great work when it comes to 

using circular models. They have opened stores that offer new packaging-free products, 

such as shampoo, lotions, shower gels and toothpaste. The products have been revised 

and restructured in order to reduce their water content, through which the products 

could be made into solid form, with these actions over 19 million plastic bottles were 

saved. Lush has also launched a digital label in order to cut out the need for the ordinary 

paper labels, it’s called Lens App. In addition to these actions, Lush also provides a ser-

vice where customers can return their empty hair care containers to receive a free face 

mask. The containers are then pelletized, washed and remoulded; this way Lush can use 

the same packaging materials for extended periods of time. (cp. Toner, 2020) 

The Finnish cosmetics producer Lumene, has also set their environmental goals high. 

Lumene has been using different by-products from food and forest industries for around 

20 years now, they for example attain cloudberry oil from the leftover press cake after 

the production of berry juice. Lumene has also invested in bettering their packaging, 

which can be a very tricky task concerning cosmetics. Different categories of products 

need different types of packaging and the packaging needs to be safe, attractive and re-

cyclable and have a moderate environmental impact. Being practical is an important 

part of creating packaging that is easy to recycle and to achieve this, Lumene has re-

moved multiple decorative aspects from their packaging. Aluminium decorations had to 

say goodbye and laminated metal and plastic tubes have been replaced by plastic tubes. 

Lumene would also like to use more recycled plastic in their packaging but not enough 

is available. (cp. Kajanto, 2020) 

 

1.3 Objectives 

The objectives of this thesis are to firstly give a theoretical overview of the circular 

economy as a concept and secondly to gain a better understanding of the footing of cir-

cular economy in the field of cosmetics. The third objective is to find out what more 

should be done in order to change the consensus from linear model to circular economy.  
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1.4 Research questions 

The author has formed the research questions based on knowledge gained in previous 

positions and literature review. This paper is to answer multiple questions on the subject 

of circular economy and consumer cosmetics, but the two main one is the following: 

 

• What are the benefits of circular economy for a cosmetics company? 

 

The thesis answers the subsequent questions as well: 

 

• How familiar a subject is circular economy to cosmetics professionals? 

• What is the next big thing in eco-friendly cosmetics? 

 

1.5 Limitations 

The research material has been limited on the basis that looking into circular economy 

on all fields of business is far too vast of a subject. The interviewed companies were 

mainly based in Finland, so this thesis creates a better picture on Circular Economy 

within the Cosmetics industry in Finland than all around the globe. Since a great per-

centage of cosmetics companies are based in the Southern Finland, the majority of the 

interviewed companies are based in Helsinki, this does not however affect the generali-

zation of the results. The author believes that together with literature research, six inter-

views of cosmetics and circularity specials creates a satisfactory basis for a bachelor’s 

thesis.  

 

2 CIRCULAR ECONOMY 

The aim of this study is to gain a better understanding of the footing of circular econo-

my in the field of cosmetics and also to find out what more should be done in order to 

change from linear to circular economy. This chapter was written in order to familiarize 
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the reader with the topic of the research, circular economy, its’ characteristics and prin-

ciples. This chapter answers the question “What is circular economy?”  

 

Figure 2. Circular Economy. (European Parliament, 2015) 

2.1 Concept of Circular Economy 

According to the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, circular economy looks past the ongoing 

take-make-waste industrial model; separating economic activity from the utilization of 

resources that are finite and designing waste out of the system. The circular economy 

model is based on three principles that are as follows: 

• Design out waste and pollution  

• Keep products and materials in use 

• Regenerate natural systems  

(Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2020) 
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In a circular model, the economic activity does not just use resources but builds and re-

builds the general system health. The concept identifies the significance of keeping 

economy working effectively and not hindering it, but instead making sure that it works 

ecologically on all scales globally and locally, in order to keep it running for as long as 

possible. The shift to circular economy is not just about decreasing the negative effects 

of linear economy, but representing a systemic shift, which aims at building long-term 

resilience, creating business and economic possibilities, while still yielding environmen-

tal and societal advantages.  

Circular economy is a model that tells technical and biological cycles apart. Resources 

are utilized only in biological cycles, through which food and biologically based materi-

als are meant to end up back into the system through actions such as composting and 

anaerobic digestion. These systems revitalize living systems like soil, which then create 

renewable resources for the economy. What technical cycles do, is recover and restore 

goods, parts and materials through procedures such as reuse, restore, remanufacture or if 

absolutely necessary recycle. (cp. Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2020) 

 

2.2 History and origins 

One could say that circular economy as a concept is as old as the first person that used 

something discarded to serve as something new. The idea of circularity has deep histori-

cal and philosophical origins. The concept was picked up again in industrialized coun-

tries after the second World War when the rise of computer-based studies revealed to 

the world that nature and how it works was more akin to a metabolism than a machine. 

However, the modern concept of circular economy is said to have been gaining momen-

tum since the 1970s. (cp. Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017) With present-day advanc-

es, digital technology can back up the adaptation into a circular economy by fundamen-

tally expanding virtualisation, de-materialisation, translucency and response-driven in-

telligence.  

In 1976 Walter Stahel and Geneviève Reday outlined the vision of an “economy in 

loops” for their report to the European Commission in Brussels. They wrote about the 

impact this circular economy could have on job creation, economic competitiveness, 

resource savings and waste prevention. These concepts were synthesized in Stahel’s 
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book “The product life factor” that was published in 1981. Stahel identified that selling 

utilization as an alternative to goods, was the greatest sustainable business model of a 

loop economy. Mr. Stahel also coined the term cradle to cradle as a counterpart to the 

cradle to grave concept that had been put on as an alternative to circular economy. He 

insisted that the de facto sustainable way was to use long-lasting products in loops.  

Many scholars have considered that the circular economy system was firstly introduced 

by the environmental economists Pearce and Turner, but it really took off in 2012 after 

Ellen MacArthur foundation published their report, which incorporated the circular 

economy concept. (cp. Product Life Institute, 2017) 

 

 

Figure 3. Reduce – Reuse – Recycle, principles, goals and methods. (Adapted from McKinsey & Company, 2016) 

 

2.3 Schools of thought 

2.3.1 Cradle to Cradle 

The Cradle to Cradle concept was further developed by Michael Braungart, a German 

chemist, and Bill McDonough, an American architect, together they created a certifica-

tion process and drove the idea further. This design philosophy regards all components 

required in manufacturing and commercial operations to be nutrients, that can be divid-

ed into two main types: technical and biological. The Cradle to Cradle framework ac-
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cents designing sustainable products that create a positive impact while reducing the 

negative effects of commerce and manufacturing.  

Cradle to Cradle design attempts to mimic the safe and constructive procedures that 

happen in nature’s own biological metabolism, thus creating a flow of industrial materi-

als called a technical metabolism. Product parts can be designed for constant recupera-

tion and reutilization, due to the biological and industrial nutrients that are in these sys-

tems.  

In the Cradle to Cradle model, waste as a concept should be eliminated. Products and 

materials should be designed in a way that they are safe for human health while still be-

ing beneficial to the environment once they are being reused through biological and 

technical metabolisms. In addition to eliminating waste, power should be produced in 

sustainable ways and renewable energy should be promoted, in order to respect human 

and natural systems. Healthy ecosystems should be promoted, and local impacts should 

not be overshadowed by global impacts. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017) 

 

2.3.2 Biomimicry 

The author of the book ‘Biomimicry: Innovation Inspired by Nature’, Janine Benyus, 

states that her approach is about studying nature and its best ideas in order to use these 

processes as a model for solving human problems. An example could be studying a leaf 

in order to better understand and further solar cell technology. Biomimicry counts on 

three fundamentals that are using nature as model, measure and mentor. Using nature as 

a model means studying the models, processes and strategies that nature has invented 

and uses to survive, and then replicating these models and putting them in human use. 

Nature as measure is simply using nature as a subject that our emissions and sustainabil-

ity of innovations should be compared to. Using Nature as mentor means changing the 

views and values, we humans have on nature, ending the ‘what we can extract from na-

ture’ way of thinking and changing it into ‘what we can learn from nature’. (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2017) 
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2.3.3 The Performance Economy 

This is what Walter Stahel envisioned. He and Geneviève Reday studied car manufac-

turing and building construction. They analysed these subjects and the possibility of re-

placing manpower with energy. The results revealed that in a macro-economic state, 

three quarters of energy were put towards mining related activities and basic material 

production while just one quarter was put towards manufacturing the goods. This find-

ing supported the idea that product-life should be extended in order to substitute man-

power for energy. In 1981 Stahel and Reday argued that an economy based on closed 

loops and favouring reuse, repair and remanufacturing of products, instead of making 

new products constantly, would have a positive effect on job creation, economic com-

petitiveness resource savings and preventing waste.  

According to Stahel, performance Economy is based on ‘doing the right things’ rather 

than ‘doing things right’. This means that people should not focus so heavily on just 

solving a problem like waste generation but instead fix the cause of the problem and not 

generate waste anymore. (Wautelet, 2018, p. 1-23) 

 

2.3.4 Industrial Ecology  

Industrial ecology focuses on links between the industrial ecosystem operators. It stud-

ies the flows of materials and energy in industrial systems and seeks to produce closed-

loop techniques that use waste as an input and therefore eliminate any undesirable by-

product. Industrial ecology is based on attempting to design production operations that 

are in line with local ecological limitations yet still look at their global effects and trying 

to form them in a manner that is as close to a living system as possible. Industrial Ecol-

ogy concentrates on social wellbeing with an emphasis on natural capital restoration. 

According to Ellen MacArthur Foundation, Industrial Ecology is sometimes referred to 

as the ‘science of sustainability’ since its principles can be in the services sector and the 

nature of the model is interdisciplinary. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017) 
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2.3.5 Natural Capitalism 

Capitalism is the fruitful use and reinvestment of capital. Capital is often seen as only 

being comprised of money and goods, but capital also includes nature and people. Dur-

ing the first industrial revolution, economies aimed to economize on the resource that 

was hardest to come by back then, which was labour force, and labour productivity has 

been the most important thing ever since. But now that nature is scarcer than people, the 

focus needs to be changed.  

Natural capital i.e. nature and all living things make up half of the forms of capital in 

the world but still the other half, that is money and goods, are valued much higher even 

though they are not nearly as crucial to our ecosystem.  

“Without natural capital there is no life and therefore no economic activity.” (Hawken, Lovins and 
Lovins, 1999) 

The term ‘labour and environmental problems’ paints a vivid picture of the absence of 

people and nature from the notion of capital when it comes to the ideology of trade. 

Humans and nature are rooted in culture and biome and those are often harmed by mo-

bility, while money and goods are both easily transportable and traded to advantage. 

Treating these four forms of capital as if they were undifferentiated or ignoring two of 

them is clear to lead to trouble. (Hawken, Lovins and Lovins, 1999) 

The first principle of making natural capitalism work and reaping the benefits it can 

produce is to use resources radically more productively. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 

2017) New design practices can create vast savings when resources are used up to their 

full potential and not just partially. The second step is to reform manufacturing on bio-

logical lines by adding closed loops, no waste and no toxicity. These actions decrease 

the pressure put on natural systems by turning waste into input for composting or re-

manufacturing and therefore creates a possibility to make new products for a lower cost. 

The third element of natural capitalism is the change in business models, where the 

economy shifts from constantly producing and selling goods, to meeting the customers’ 

evolving needs by leasing a continuous flow of services to them.  

” …in Europe and Asia, Schindler leases vertical transportation services instead of 

selling elevators.” (Hawken, Lovins and Lovins, 1999) 
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Well advised capitalists will reinvest their gains in a way that will yield the most profits 

in the future, which means investing in restoring, sustaining and building up the rarest 

form of capital, the natural capital. This is the fourth and final principle of Natural Capi-

talism. (cp. Hawken, Lovins and Lovins, 1999) 

2.3.6 Blue Economy 

Blue Economy was initiated by Gunter Pauli, a Belgian businessman and former Ecover 

CEO. It is a hands-on, open source movement that brings together case studies collected 

into an eponymous report, which was handed to the Club of Rome. The Blue Economy 

is based on 21 principles, that range from questioning any resources’ necessity in a pro-

duction line, to making everything biodegradable. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017) 

Blue economy emphasizes gravity as the main source of energy and solar energy as the 

next in line after that. It states that solutions are based on physics and the deciding fac-

tors are based on the environmental and physical characteristics on site.  

“In Nature negatives are converted into positives. Problems are opportunities.” 

(The Blue Economy Principles, 2016) 
 

2.3.7 Regenerative Design 

John T. Lyle begun expanding concepts on regenerative design that could be applied to 

all systems. For agriculture this concept of regeneration had already been put together, 

but Mr. Lyle laid the foundations for circular economy on other platforms. This frame-

work of circular economy developed and gained reputation in the hands of Bill 

McDonough, Michael Braungart (see chapter 2.3.1 Cradle to Cradle) and Walter Stahel 

(2.3.3 The Performance Economy). (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017) 

 

2.4 Common point of view 

Even though there is some division within the different schools of thought, they are all 

based on the same notion, that our current economic system will not sustain forever, and 
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we must re-establish a positive interchange with the environment. The ecosystem we 

have built for humans and our economy has been regarded as more valuable than other 

ecosystems i.e. nature and environment. These challenges made the different schools of 

thought all look for solutions from nature, in order to use resources and energy more 

efficiently while battling the negative effects it has on the environment. 

Industrial Ecology and Cradle to Cradle are mainly focused on the impact systems and 

goods produced have on the environment, while Performance Economy and Blue Econ-

omy are more concerned with the business models we use, and Biomimicry is concen-

trating on designing products that are sustainable.   

All the different schools of thought tend to agree on the importance of rethinking the 

systems of the current linear economic model. The concept of circularity also relates to 

all the mentioned school of thought and can therefore be seen as a holistic framework. 

(Wautelet, 2018, p. 1-23) 

 

 

Figure 4. The influence of various schools of thought on circular economy. (Wautelet, 2018) 

2.5 Linear Economy 

The economy humans have built has largely been based on resources, that have been 

sourced from all around the world but only been put to use in the industrialized and de-
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veloped regions i.e. western societies. This has created a situation where materials are 

cheap compared to labour force. Therefore, the producers of goods have had the possi-

bility to use business models that are based on immense use of resources and economiz-

ing on human work. The more resources and labour a company has been able to put to 

use the more they have been rewarded by competitive edge and bigger profits. What 

happens when materials are cheap and labour is expensive, is that recycling and reusing 

are forgotten and everything that is not in use right now is thrown to waste.  

Companies are not the only ones to be blamed for letting linear economy use up na-

ture’s resources. The accounting and fiscal regulations have also supported wasting re-

sources, as they never imposed extra charges on producers who used materials exces-

sively so consequently there has been no incentive to utilize more sustainable methods. 

The system has also made it unencouraging and harder to replace old methods with new 

ones, as product approval procedures favour existing practices instead of complete 

changes. This way of producing goods and overusing materials has resulted in the take, 

make, waste -linear economy. (Sariatli, 2017, p.31-34) According to the Ellen MacAr-

thur study published in 2013, 2,7 billion tonnes of waste were created in 2010 in Europe 

alone, and only about 40% of that was reused, recycled or composted in anyway.  

Even though the linear economy has generated immense wealth for the industrial na-

tions up until the 2000s, it has been showing signs of weakness in the new millennia and 

it has been prophesied that the current economic model is going to fall apart. The study 

made by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation also expresses that product prices reached a 

tipping point in 1999 and the ever-declining material costs started gaining an upward 

momentum. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013, p. 6) This happened due to the in-

creased demand of new products, which then led to the depletion of resources in the al-

ready existing mines. Moreover, this saw mining into taking an increasing amount of 

technological risks when bringing new sites online. Furthermore, when all of this was 

added to the growing competition and inability to pass the increasing prices on to the 

customers, the companies drove the total economic output down. (Sariatli, 2017, p. 31-

34) 

The demographical change in the world has moved the inhabitants from the industrial-

ized nations towards the emerging markets. This shift, in addition to the speedy eco-

nomic growth in India and China, is expanding the mass of middle-class consumers so 

much that it is projected to create costs of three trillion dollars yearly in infrastructural 
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investments. (Dobbs et al., 2011) According to the 2013 report by the Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, if the necessary level of investment is not met, the economy is going to be-

come supply constrained. This is going to be felt the heaviest in western countries 

where the economies are already working near their maximum capacities. (Ellen Mac-

Arthur Foundation, 2013, p. 6) Addressing these issues can prove problematic, when 

taken into account the local and global political and economic tensions. (Sariatli, 2017, 

p. 31-34) 

 

 

Figure 5. Our current linear economy. (Nikam, 2019) 

 

2.6 Circular Economy Opportunities 

The World Bank announced in 2018 that the worldwide production of waste is forecast-

ed to go up by 70% by 2050, unless immediate action is taken. At the moment, two bil-

lion tonnes of waste is produced yearly by 7.6 billion humans. (Waste producers 

worldwide: Sensonseo Global Waste Index 2019, 2020) The ever-increasing population 

is not helping this, but the source of the problem are the developed nations that have 

been able to overuse resources and mismanage waste for years.  

According to a report published by Ellen MacArthur foundation in 2013, the change 

from linear to circular economy could create savings of up to 630 billion USD yearly in 

net material costs. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013, p. 6) Utilizing circular design in 

technological products would result in access to better and cheaper materials and greatly 

reduce the amount of waste generated by the industry. Generating expert knowledge in 

sectoral and cross-sectoral problems within circular solutions, creates new business op-

portunities for the enablers. Another benefit of using circular economy offers, is that 

due to closed loop processes, the economy is more stable and price fluctuations of the 
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materials can be driven down, which then leads to a flattened cost curve that results in 

more logical use of resources. (Sariatli, 2017, p.31-34)  

According to ‘Natural Capitalism’ (Hawken, Lovins and Lovins, 1999) a $1,5 billion 

global company called Interface, started utilizing a few steps of natural capitalism and 

they now get 27% of their operating profit from eliminated waste. Their ground-

breaking carpet ‘Solenium’ is 35% less materials-intensive than a regular carpet, is cli-

mate neutral and contains nothing toxic. They were able to reduce materials flow and 

production cost by 80% while still offering superior customer performance. The next 

step for the company is going to be changing the business model into leasing rather than 

selling, so when a part of a carpet is worn, only that part gets replaced and nothing goes 

to waste. This will drive Soleniums materials savings up to 97%, because Solenium is 

planned to be completely remanufacturable with no downcycling, so there will be no 

loss of quality.  

In a 2014 study published by the McKinsey Company, it was noticed that nearly half of 

all the interviewees mentioned business and growth possibilities as a cause to get started 

on sustainability. Different businesses are working on different ways to put sustainabil-

ity to use and profit off of it, e.g. electric utility companies are working on schemes on 

how to make money, while helping customers reduce their energy use. Another example 

is DuPont, an extended operations science company, has since 2011 invested nearly 

$880 million in research and development on environmentally beneficial products. The 

company has recorded $2 billion in yearly income from goods that lessen the green-

house gas emissions and on top of that $11.8 billion in income form nondepletable re-

sources. Furthermore, Bayer, has created a resource-efficiency check to refine opera-

tions by using by-products while bringing down the amount of wasted water. The firm 

hopes to save over $10 million annually and the number is not farfetched at all. (cp. Bo-

nini and Swartz, 2014, p. 14-15) 
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3 COSMETICS 

3.1 History 

The usage of cosmetics started for hygienic purposes but also for their health ad-

vantages in the ancient Egypt. The current way of using cosmetics for their anti-aging 

capabilities and healthcare is a fairly new approach that has led to the concoction of the 

word ‘cosmoceuticals’. The term was coined in 1984 by Albert Klingman to describe a 

new type of skincare product that provided benefits not just for the skin but for the user 

on a larger scale. (Dermatology Times, 2013) 

Even though cosmetics products used to be mainly created from synthetic substances, 

the trend has now turned, and people are more interested in natural materials and addi-

tives. The reason for the change is that the negative and unwanted effects that the sub-

stances had on health and environment were made apparent. Even though people have 

started paying attention to the effects that beauty products have on the environment, 

some everyday products such as soap, shampoo and toothpaste are still bought based on 

their price-level instead of how environmentally friendly they are.  

”The history of cosmetics is shaped parallel to that of humanity, which had relied on fishing,hunting, 
and superstitions in its early days.” 

(Amberg and Fogarassy, 2019) 

 

3.2 Sustainability 

It has been questioned whether vanity products such as cosmetics can ever be seen as 

sustainable, especially when Earth’s resources, that humans are already overusing, 

could be directed at something more important. The importance of cosmetics is often 

downplayed, but many products such as soaps and toothpaste are a section of basic hy-

giene products and sun lotions and lip balms play a significant part in skin protection 

and well-being.  

When it comes to sustainability in cosmetics the focus is mainly going into raw material 

sourcing, green formulations and packaging. Companies have started tracking water, 

energy and resource utilization, while also focusing on the efficiency of operations.  
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Figure 6. The ecological features of sustainability. (Sahota, 2014) 

 
Since the sustainability trend has been growing, natural & organic cosmetics have bene-

fitted from it. Since the mid-1990’s the worldwide market for sustainable cosmetics has 

grown from US $1 billion to US $10.4 billion by 2013. Even though the main reason for 

consumers to buy natural and organic products are health and safety concerns, the sus-

tainability factor has contributed to the success too. Sustainable cosmetics have im-

proved fast since in 2005 there was a high demand for those products, but they didn’t 

meet the consumer expectations e.g. in the fields of performance and aesthetics. Anoth-

er problem was that many alternatives for synthetic preservatives, surfactants and emul-

sifiers just could not meet the practicality of their artificial equivalents. (Sahota, 2014) 

The sustainable alternatives did not improve for nothing, because now 66% of millenni-

als worldwide would be willing to spend more money on sustainable brands. (Amed et 

al., 2020, p. 62) 

 

3.3 Natural cosmetics 

The current state of our climate should work as an advocate for changing peoples’ way 

of consuming and encourage them to buy more and more green products. Green prod-

ucts often use less water, materials and energy, are recyclable and not as pollutant to the 

environment, green cosmetics are created with natural resources, without chemicals and 
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other non-natural substances. Green cosmetics are not organic cosmetics even though 

they are often mistaken for each other. Organic cosmetics have much more strict guide-

lines and they should offer a maximized environmental efficiency, security and stability. 

Green and organic cosmetics can basically be used with no harm done to the environ-

ment. They are natural cosmetics mainly created out of plant and fruit extracts and con-

centrates. (Amberg and Fogarassy, 2019) 

 

3.4 Biodiversity in Brazil 

Bioprospection, the systematic and organized search for practical bioresources in e.g. 

flora, fauna and microorganisms in order to use them commercialization and the better-

ing of the society, (Oyemitan, 2017, p. 581-597) of Brazilian biodiversity is seen to be 

full of promises. Multiple corporations and researchers are looking into biomes in Brazil 

in order to discover new ingredients for new natural based products and to responsibly 

manage the biodiversity. If the companies can do this without exploiting the Brazilian 

nature, there could be a plethora of new molecules to create better cosmetics with to be 

found. (Lourenco, 2015) 

 

4 METHODOLOGY AND DATA 

The method the author has used to create this paper, is qualitative research based on 

structured interviews and literature review and the sampling method used is purposive 

sampling. (cp. Bell and Bryman, 2011, p. 441-443) For these interviews the author con-

tacted circular economy specialists and companies from the cosmetics industry, since he 

thought that the most suitable sample for this kind of research would consist of people 

working on the subject of circularity and people who work with cosmetics on a daily 

basis. The interviews were conducted via Zoom, Microsoft Teams or Skype due to the 

ongoing global Covid-19 pandemic. The interviews were recorded on the author’s com-

puter while notes were written up in order to receive maximum benefits from the inter-

views. Afterwards the interviews were transcribed and used in this study. 
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This research can be split into a few stages. Firstly, the scope and goal of the study were 

decided. Following that, it was determined that the author will be conducting interviews 

among experts and researching literature on the subject. The third part is interviewing 

the professionals and transcribing the interviews. Finally, the data gathered will be used 

by the methods and guidelines explained in this chapter in order to finish up the re-

search.  

The first interview was conducted with the co-founder of Ethica, a circular economy 

agency based in Finland. She used to work at Nokia with sustainability, people and 

change, but “… got excited about the circular economy back in 2013, because when it is 

understood correctly, it will facilitate growth and success within the limits of one plan-

et.”. (Ethica, 2020) At Ethica she has worked with Lumene in order to create a circular 

narrative and meaningful fact-based marketing messages. 

“Ethica is an internationally-awarded expert and pioneer in the circular economy and business devel-
opment.”  

(Ethica, 2020) 

 

4.1 Interview questions 

The author drew up these following questions based on former experience on the sub-

ject of circular economy and the literature review that was done on circular cosmetics. 

The first question is “How familiar are you with the concept of circular economy?” This 

question helps getting to know the interviewee and their history with circular economy. 

This is an easy to answer question that will help the respondent relax and not stress over 

being recorded and interviewed (Bell and Bryman, 2011, p. 465-498).  

“How common is it for cosmetics companies to utilize circular economy?” With this 

question the respondent can tell about the whole field and how their company performs 

in it. 

The third question is, “What was your companies first step in implementing circular 

models in the field of cosmetics?” This allows for the professionals to share their 

knowledge and possibly even get new people interested in circular economy. 

The fourth question is, “How has your company benefitted from circular economy?” 
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The next question is, “What is the next big thing in sustainable cosmetics?” This ques-

tion is directed to the future and what is going to happen. The author hopes to hear 

about new innovations and what is planned for the future. 

The sixth question is, “What obstacles have to be conquered before cosmetics producers 

move from using linear models to circular models?” The answer to this question gives 

an indication on what cosmetics companies could do in order to be forerunners in circu-

lar economy.  

The second to last question is, “Who’s doing the best job in circular economy in the 

field of cosmetics?” 

“How can circular economy benefit a cosmetics company?” It is a direct question, that 

could even be seen as suggestive, but it has been left at the end of the line of question-

ing in order not to influence the interview too much (Bell and Bryman, 2011, p. 465-

498).    

 

5 RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

The author arranged six interviews with different professionals working in the field of 

cosmetics and circular economy. Four of these interviews were conducted via Microsoft 

teams, one by telephone and one was answered by e-mail. Five of these interviews vast-

ly scope the world of circular economy and cosmetics, but the one interview that was 

answered by e-mail is rather short and to the point. Also, the fact that one of the inquir-

ies was answered only by e-mail created a situation where the author couldn’t expand 

on the questions, but it worked out, nonetheless.  

This chapter summarizes the collected data. The method used to analyze the data was 

thematic analysis that was complemented with narrative analysis. (cp. Earthy and Cro-

nin, 2008, p. 3) Each question used in the interviews is presented as a subheading 

followed by an analysis of the data gathered in form of a discussion. 

The interviewed companies and their basic data are listed in this table. Due to Covid-19 

the data is from 2019. Some of the companies asked to remain anonymous so the author 

decided to call all the interviewees Companies 1-6.  
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Figure 7. Basic facts of the companies interviewed 

5.1 Familiarity with the concept of circular economy 

This was the first question that was asked in all of the interviews. Since the author 

mainly contacted companies that talked about ethicality and organic procedures on their 

homepages the answers do not differ very much.  

All of the interviewees were very familiar with circular economy and had worked with 

concept for several years. One person also mentioned that they had a background in en-

vironmental engineering and that they had studied it in Uppsala University. 

 

5.2 General utilization of circular economy by cosmetics com-
panies 

Here the answers differ somewhat, and the real common ground seems to be that every 

company interviewed at least strives to use it and has some parts of circular economy in 

use. When it comes to the big picture, the answer does not change much, since even on 

a global scale there might only be a few actual flagship cosmetics producers who have 

really familiarized themselves with all aspects of circular economy and then adjusted all 

their processes to match that. 

 

5.3 Your company’s first step in implementing circular models 
in the field of cosmetics 

There was not a clear consensus within the answers to this question. Packaging was 

mentioned, including one of the companies launching a range of products that had a 

100% PCR-based packaging. Recycling was also brought up by several interviewees. 
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One of the companies mentioned that they only produce products by orders so there is 

absolutely no product wasted on their end. Another interviewee representing a company 

that sells ecologic and organic cosmetics but does not produce them, also talked about 

being extremely aware of the products they take on their shelves. They make sure they 

know where the product and all its raw materials etc. come from.  

The circular economy agency representative that was interviewed pointed out that cos-

metics companies often start the circular economy process by changing their packaging, 

even though it could prove to be more fruitful if they first got to know the philosophy, 

framework and paradigm behind circular economy. Companies should have a clear con-

cord on what circular economy actually means to them, what possibilities it can create 

and what it means to their customers, and start building from there, not just jump into 

changing their packaging.  

 

5.4 Previously noted advantages of using circular economy 

For this question the answer was pretty clear, cost-efficiency and brand image. The im-

age part is fairly obvious, since climate change and how to stop it is such a hot topic. 

Cost-efficiency comes from being able to get rid of some parts of packaging like unnec-

essary boxes and therefore less resources are used, and costs are reduced. 

The cosmetics reselling company stated that for them it was never about image or costs. 

For them the most important thing was to run their business in a way they saw was the 

way it is supposed to be and wanted to show that if companies focused more on the im-

pact of their decisions the world could be a different place. 

 

5.5 The next big thing in sustainable cosmetics 

This question divided answers a lot. One company talked about a new type of cosmetic 

product where there are no additives or preservatives and they only use locally sourced 

raw materials. All the products are made for order too so there is no excess product left 

over.  
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A thing that a couple of the interviewees agreed on was that the whole future of cosmet-

ics could be very different since the increasing numbers of companies beginning to 

work with refillable packaging. Few companies also mentioned that packaging is chang-

ing and there are less plastic and more and more other solutions such as using the same 

material as milk cartons etc.  

 

5.6 Obstacles to be conquered before cosmetics producers 
move from using linear models to circular models 

Costs have to be cut, and product/packaging safety instructions have to change. At the 

moment the safety regulations require that the packaging that is used for cosmetics, has 

to be the same grade that is used for food products. Since cosmetics packaging is only 

catching up on that, it creates a problem for the industry. If the regulations were adjust-

ed to the needs of cosmetics industry a huge packaging revolution could take place. An-

other reason is that changing the way how products/packaging is made costs money and 

raises the price of the product. Therefore, fewer people can afford it and companies 

steer away from such a product. Yet another problem is the forementioned lack of con-

sensus within companies on what circular economy is, what it does and how does the 

company want to use it. 

 

5.7 The best user of circular economy in the field of cosmetics 

For this question there were not any two similar answers. The Product Innovation Insti-

tute was mentioned to have a great databank concerning cradle-to-cradle products and 

their design. The conclusion that one could draw from all the answers is that everyone 

who is innovating and creating new products in order to reduce waste and further circu-

lar economy is doing a great job. Lush was mentioned for working with refilling their 

products and Tracegrow was mentioned for their ingenious idea of creating fertilizer 

from crushed up old batteries. Kiilto, the Finnish detergent manufacturer also received 

praise for using ecological materials in their new line of laundry detergents and also for 

putting clear recycling instructions on the packaging as well. A brand called Antipodes 
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was mentioned for their use of grape seed oil in their products. A few other brands that 

were mentioned were Bybi, Pulpe de Vie, UpCircle & L’oréal. 

 

5.8 Benefits of circular economy 

Here all the answers were more or less the same; brand image. It is definitely not the 

only benefit but a big one at that. It is not just the customers who are interested in circu-

lar economy, it is the stakeholders and employees as well. People feel better working for 

a company they know is committed to battling the climate change and aware of how a 

company’s decisions can help change the world. Circular Economy can be a huge bene-

fit in public relations when it comes to communicating the brand’s values. Cost-

efficiency is one more benefit that circular economy can provide. As mentioned earlier 

in this paper, less resource usage and reduced packaging costs equal bigger profits.  

”The market for organic cosmetics in Finland has grown significantly. In 2014 there was money 
traffic in the amount of €13 million, 2019 €38 million and the forecast for 2024 is €68 million.”

 

6 CONCLUSION 

 

The whole gist of Circular Economy is to redefine growth while emphasizing the posi-

tive society-wide advantages. This is done through dissociating economic activity from 

the expenditure of limited resources and designing waste out of the system. Supported 

by the adaptation of renewable energy sources, the circular model creates financial, nat-

ural, and social wealth. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2020) 

The aim of this study was to give a theoretical overview of the circular economy as a 

concept, find out how it can benefit a cosmetics company, and to gain a better under-

standing of the footing of circular economy in the field of cosmetics. The first is done in 

Chapter 2 that addresses Circular Economy and the following two are done in Chapter 5 

which analyses the interviews.  
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The research found out that several cosmetics companies are utilizing at least some as-

pects of Circular Economy, but not nearly all of it. There are few brands that really have 

taken Circular Economy to the heart and strive to utilize it to the fullest, but these are 

few in the world. The study also revealed that many companies are focusing on packag-

ing and making that sustainable, but they might actually benefit more from creating an 

in-depth plan on how they want to use Circular Economy and then acting according to 

that instead of doing trendy things every here and there. The research also pointed out 

that there are several ways for Companies to benefit by utilizing Circular Economy e.g. 

reducing resource usage and packaging costs. Companies also benefit from a stronger 

and greener brand image which is a big selling point for the consumers of today. Anoth-

er benefit for companies is the fact that many people feel better working for a company 

that they know is part of the solution not the problem when it comes to sustainability. 

As for the validity and depth of this study, it must be said that the sample group was 

chosen from cosmetics firms that advertise their ecological standpoints and their usage 

of Circular Economy, so there were not any answers on, how companies that do not uti-

lize it, see Circular Economy. However, the author sees that including and interviewing 

those companies would not have served a purpose as they would not have had answers 

to the author’s questions. The chosen sample was a touch focused on Finland and the 

Helsinki region, but it should be noted that there are different sized corporations from 

miniscule to large. The fact that the study was focused on Finland could mean that it is 

not as accurate elsewhere since according to EPEA: 

“There is hardly another country where the circular economy is developing as fast as it is in Finland. 
Situated in the far north of Europe, Finland aims  to become a global pioneer in this sphere by 2025.”  

(EPEA, 2021) 
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