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INTRODUCTION 

The challenges to reach a Circular Economy are numerous. The Circularity Gap report (of Circle 
Economy) shows that the Netherlands is currently almost 25% circular and a major 
transformation of the national economy will be necessary to achieve the government’s goal of 
100% in 2050.  

As backbone of our national economy, existing companies play an important role in this 
transformation. An increasing number of frontrunner companies have already started to adopt 
circular business models and strategies. However, to translate models and strategies into 
impact, it comes down to the people who work in these companies.  

Last year we started a study to learn more about the profile and behavior of CE professionals or 
change agents that work in companies that proved to be successful in their transition to CE.   

For this study we received the support of the Goldschmeding Foundation. Next to the analysis of 
our survey among CSR professionals, we have been working with a HR experts on competencies 
and a group of successful CE professionals.  
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PROFILE

  

When you dive deeper into the results of the survey and compare the professionals working at 
the group of companies that incorporated CE to a large extend and fully with the professionals 
working at companies that have just begun or partially incorporated CE, there are some 
distinctive features to be seen in these two groups of professionals. 

Not surprisingly, companies that have incorporated CE to a large extent and fully, also have a 
high level of CSR integration in general - for the other sustainability topics - and also have a high 
level of CSR integration in the value chain. The CE professionals working in these “more mature” 
CE companies are mostly young or junior. Very specific for this group of CE professionals is that 
they spend a relatively great deal of time in the Innovator role and divide their time more 
equally between the roles in comparison with their peers that work at “less mature” companies.  

Distinctive 
features of a  
CE professional WORK EXPERIENCE

CSR MATURITY

ROLES

CE WELL INTEGRATED CE LESS INTEGRATED

62% 

72% 

41%

48% 

58% 

13%

< 5 years CSR experience  

< 2 years in current role  

< €50k salary

Organization 

Business processes 

Value chain

7,4 

54% 

6,2

6,1 

42% 

4,6

Top 3 roles
1. Strategist 
2. Innovator 
3. Coordinator 

and Initiator

1. Strategist 
2. Coordinator 

and Initiator 
3. Networker
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INTEGRATION

One of the most important findings of this deep dive was that our assumption - that the 
integration of CE in an organization is different from the integration of the other sustainability 
topics like climate and energy or social topics - is correct. The survey reveals that integration in 
ALL business processes is needed in order to integrate CE fully into your company. In short, at an 
organizational level, if a company wants to translate its circular strategy into action, and 
incorporate CE fully, professionals in all business processes, and not just a few, have to integrate 
CE in their activities.  
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SKILLS

At a professional level, the CE professional needs specific distinctive skills as well. At the start of 
our research last year we asked you – in our general survey - to choose the three most effective 
competencies to accelerate circular economy. The big winner was the systems thinking, followed 
by foresight thinking and management & entrepreneurship. This year’s surveys and peer-to-peer 
learning amongst CE experts confirmed the results of last year with the difference that 
interpersonal skills are mentioned as interrelated that cannot be seen separately.   

  

Fortunately, when asked to the 93 CSR professionals in our survey, they consider themselves 
more effective in these 4 key competencies than in the others of the general CSR profile.  

A set of cohesive competencies 
makes a CE professional more 

successfulSYSTEMS THINKING

MANAGEMENT & 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

FORESIGHT  
THINKING

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS

Fortunately, according to 
our group of CSR 
professionals the 
necessary competencies 
are present amongst us 
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SYSTEMS THINKING 

 

However, at the same time, we discovered that the interpretation and definition of the most 
important competency ‘systems thinking’ vary among the professionals. Even within our group 
of CE experts, different ways to describe ‘systems thinking’ were used. In addition, the HR 
experts, confirmed that systems thinking is new, and not yet part of the standard set or offered 
as a training. Systems thinking is neither common in recruitment, assessment or 
(management)development.  

So, what is systems thinking in the context of accelerating the transition to full CE integration in 
companies? It means that: 

What is systems thinking?
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1) You understand the interdependency between systems and subsystems in your 
company, in your value chain and in society.  

2) You understand the complete system, their relations and interactions, and are able to 
zoom in and zoom out continuously.  

3) You will look for the root cause(s) of (non-circularity) and are able to change, monitor 
and adapt several aspects in the system, to reach your goal.  

That sounds very complex but let me give you a simple example. Suppose you want to lower the 
waste of coffee cups. You might think the solution is to replace your disposable cups with 
organic compostable cups.  However, this will not change anything, if you do not also change the 
waste bin, the container, the logistics of waste and instruct the facility team to collect the cups 
separately. And even if you do all that, you still are not reaching your goal until you are sure the 
industry can process your organic cups into organic resources and there is a market for it to buy 
it.  

So, you have to understand the complete system in order to know what aspects need to change. 
Surprisingly, if you understand the system well, it is often not necessary to act on all these 
aspects. Sometimes when you change the most restrictive aspect, everything else in the system 
changes as well.  
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CONCLUSION 

  

To conclude, a very specific distinctive feature for accelerating CE integration in organizations is 
that it asks for significantly more integration in all business processes. In other words, the CE 
professional cannot do it alone. If we want to speed up and have more companies play an 
important role in the transformation to a Circular Economy, we should not only focus on the 
skills and competencies of a CE professional but also on the other business professionals. They 
have to start doing things differently as well and be ‘trained’ to integrate CE in their specific 
business process, such as procurement, product design, finance, marketing and so on.  

  

The CE 
professional 
cannot do it 
alone

To intregate CE in 
all business 
processes other 
professionals 
should become 
more CE-competent 
as well 
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JOIN US! 

Let’s start with the most important CE competency: systems thinking. It is a new way of thinking 
and acting for most professionals, so now that we have a definition, ask yourself again: do I need 
to train myself in systems thinking or offer training to my peers in my company? Not just CE 
professionals should ask themselves but also the other professionals. No matter what profession 
you have, to know that you are part of a system and know what you should do in your profession 
to make it circular or sustainable, is crucial to accelerate CE and to achieve our goal.  

Your first step could be joining our workshops in September and November! 

November 10th 2020 
Circular Economy competencies 
Publication Whitepaper 
1100 - 1500 Amsterdam - live

November 4th 2020 
Workshop Systems Thinking 
1100 - 1500 Utrecht - live

You can still participate in our workshops! 

SUSTAINABILITYUNIVERSITY.ORG 
 

September 23rd 2020 
De toekomst van skills in de Circulaire 
Economie en de rol van HR  
1500 - 1815 Circl Amsterdam - mix online/live


