
these systems are vital for fulfilling people’s needs. 
To determine how circular economy solutions can 

help, we must first understand the processes taking 
place in each of these systems—and their impact. 

Four global systems—food, the built environment, 

manufactured goods and mobility—put the most 

pressure on key Earth systems, driving us past the 

safe limits of six planetary boundaries. However, 

FROM THEORY... ...TO ACTION!

By uncovering high-impact ‘hotspots’, next steps 

are made clear, although the safe limits of the 

planetary boundaries are crossed and cannot be 

retuned to normal.

Buy what you need

Extend the lifetime of 

machinery, equipment 

and goods

Make the most of 

what already exists

Prioritize circular 

materials 

and approaches

Mainstream industrial 

symbiosis and 

efficiency

Mainstream 

regenerative 

agriculture

Go local, seasonal 

and organic

Put healthier and 

satiating foods first

Reuse waste

BUILD

Build countries have 

a modest per capita 

material footprint 

and low Human 

Development Index. 

Due to a largely 

informal waste 

sector, material 

cycling is largely 

underreported.

SHIFT

Shift countries are 

characterised by high 

levels of consump-

tion and consequent-

ly high HDI scores. 

High volumes of 

goods are imported 

from Build and Grow 

countries.

Grow countries have a 

growing per capita 

material footprint and 

HDI score. Large 

volumes of 

domestically extracted 

resources are 

exported, fuelling the 

high consumption 

rates in Shift countries.

GROW
Climate change 

measures the concentration 
ofgreenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere (PPM CO2)

Ocean acidification

measures the absorption of 
excess atmospheric carbon 
dioxide by the oceans (pH)

Nitrogen cycle

measures emissions of nitrogen 
compounds contributing to 
greenhouse gas concentrations (N2O)

Phosphorus emissions

measure the concentration of 
Phosphorus in soil, affecting water 
quality and aquatic environments

Atmospheric aerosol loading

refers to the concentration of 
particles suspended in the air, 
in uencing air ualit  an  cli ate

Freshwater use

is measured by assessing the total 
extraction and consumption of 
freshwater (blue water) resources

Land use
is measured by assessing changes in land 
cover, such as deforestation or urban 
expansion, and evaluating the overall 
impact on ecosystems and biodiversity
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