
The social benefits of a circular 
economy: lessons from the UK



Why is a circular economy good for people? 

It isn’t just business and the environment that benefit from the  
circular economy.
Good policy, that makes products easier to repair and longer lasting 
with incentives to take old products back, can cut unemployment  
and save people money.



The circular economy can reduce unemployment where it is high… 

Expanding the circular economy could create 205,000 new jobs in the UK alone. Because it can 
address labour market skill gaps and regional unemployment, 54,000 of these jobs could be net jobs 
by 2030, bringing people back into employment.1 Other EU countries could reap similar benefits.
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… and provide work at all skill levels in the labour market

Circular economy job creation potential by  
skill type1
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The circular economy is lucrative

By recovering value from items that would otherwise go to waste, the circular economy improves 
resource productivity and competitiveness. The most value comes from keeping things in working order. 

In the UK, electronic and electrical goods are worth 50 per cent more if they are sold for reuse rather 
than recycling. However, only 23 per cent are suitable for reuse and only two per cent are currently 
reused.3

Parts in a broken phone are worth nearly
one third of the original value of the device
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Finished products are worth much more 
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Reuse and parts harvesting are much more valuable than recycling4
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+ Rear panel battery can be removed with no tools
+  Many components are modular and can be replaced independently
--  LCD is fused to the glass

LG G4 2015

+ Solid external construction improves durability
--  Virtually impossible to open without extreme damage to rear case
--  Battery is buried under motherboard and adhered to midframe

HTC One 2013

Good design enables easy repair

Apparently similar devices have very different levels of repairability5



Landfilling is a waste of valuable products 
and materials... 
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Landfill
Value is lost when materials 
and products are thrown 
away, costing consumers 
over £100 per tonne
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The sale of products for reuse and remanufacture supports  
more jobs6



Consumers want more repairable products

The proportion of laptops replaced in 
Germany because they were broken shot up 
from seven per cent in 2007 to 27 per cent in 
2013, whereas the number of Germans who 
replaced their laptop simply for a better model 
fell from 56 per cent to 25 per cent over the 
same period.7

Qualitative research for the UK’s Department 
for Environment Food and Rural Affairs shows 
that consumers are “annoyed” when devices 
don’t last as long as expected, and they found 
that getting devices repaired was “too 
difficult.”8



How the EU can help

Good policy can ensure better quality products that stay in use for longer

The EU’s circular economy policy package has the potential to improve the design of products and 
ensure that producers reuse and recycle more. 

Keeping valuable resources circulating in the economy supports the market for secondary products 
and materials across all regions, which could create new jobs in areas of high unemployment. It also 
satisfies consumer demand for better, longer lasting products. 

An efficient circular economy will increase resource productivity and resilience, and it will help 
Europe to stay competitive in a world of rising demand for materials. 

New secondary 
materials markets

Producer 
responsibility policy 
prioritising reuse 
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secondary materials 
markets
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