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In light of the shortcomings of dominant recycling strategies in dealing with the plastic
crisis, the circularity strategy of reuse is receiving increasing attention. Due to its goal
of extending product lifespans, reuse is often seen as a more progressive strategy that
aims to prevent waste rather than diverting it. Investigating the emerging phenomenon
of reuse organizations in a multiple-case study, I advance the political-economic
understanding of the concept of reuse, differentiate between reformist and
transformative organizing, and discuss potential futures of reuse economies. I deployed
semi-structured interviews as a main method to analyze the value relations in reuse
organizing. The study’s thematic analysis yielded four themes: relations within reuse
models mediated by use value, relations within reuse models mediated by exchange
value, cooperation vs market competition, and standardization vs market fragmentation.
While all reuse organizations aim to increase use value by establishing new relations
that facilitate the circulation of items, tensions and contradictions arise due to
commodification. Subsequently, I elaborate a possible transformative future of reuse
and highlight the conceptual importance of decommodification in transformative

paradigms such as degrowth.
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units. (Stouffer, 1963, pp. 1-3, as cited in Liboiron, 2021)



Introduction

Today’s economies are driving widespread social-ecological devastation. The
plastic crisis is one of the most emblematic manifestations of this. Next to the
alarming known ecosystem and human health impacts of plastic pollution, plastic
production is a major contributor to climate change as well as a constant ground for
environmental injustices (Jephcote et al., 2020; MacLeod et al., 2021; Mah, 2022,
2023). As nearly all plastics are produced from fossil fuels, they play a key role in
the interests of fossil capital. Scholars point out how plastic production serves to
safeguard the economic interests of fossil industries against the backdrop of
mounting pressure for the decarbonization of energy supplies (Hamilton & Feit,
2019; Mah, 2022). It is expected that by 2050, the total proportion of extracted oil
and gas resources used for plastic production will increase to 20% compared to 7-
8% in 2009 (Chertkovskaya et al., 2020; Hopewell et al., 2009; World Economic
Forum et al., 2016). Chief among plastics production and pollution are plastics with
a short lifespan; particularly packaging which constitutes the largest market share
in plastic production (~ 40%) as well as 42% of all plastic use (Geyer et al., 2017;
Mah, 2022). In their 2023 brand audit report, the international Break Free From
Plastic movement found that 90% of the most commonly found plastic items in the
environment are food packaging (BFFP, 2023). This material is essentially ‘made
to be wasted’ considering its strikingly short use duration (Chertkovskaya et al.,
2020; Hawkins, 2013). But contrary to plastic’s increasingly devastating social-
ecological record, production is expected to continue its growth trajectory
(Barrowclough & Birkbeck, 2020). Mah (2021) summarizes industrial capitalism
in the context of plastics as a system of “take-make-waste” (p. 121). I adapt and
modify this framing for the purposes of this thesis as ‘make-and-waste economies’..

Circular economy, which advocates for the closure of material and energy loops,
is the main framework deployed for addressing the plastic crisis (Reike et al., 2018).
Dominant circular economy strategies revolve around waste management, resource

efficiency, and recycling. Critical scholars expose such strategies as illusionary due

! Focusing on the latter two dimensions of ‘make’ (production) and ‘waste’ (consumption and
disposal) narrows down this thesis’ framing since I do not explicitly engage with the dimension of
‘take’ (i.e., the extractive component of plastic economies) in this study.



to their unrealistic and scientifically unsound assumptions (Chertkovskaya et al.,
2023; Genovese & Pansera, 2021; Giampietro & Funtowicz, 2020). In fact, only
about 9% of all plastics ever made have been recycled (Geyer et al., 2017; UN,
n.d.). The root cause of plastic waste, plastic production, is rarely addressed in such
dominant circular economy strategies. This is why critical scholars frame circular
economy as a corporate sustainability concept or even a potential new form of
greenwashing (Genovese & Pansera, 2021; Mah, 2022). However, beyond these
dominant strategies in waste management and recycling, other circular economy
efforts that are directed at waste prevention are attracting increasing attention in the
literature (Calisto Friant et al., 2022).

One strategy that has increased in public attention after the COVID-19 pandemic
is reuse which aims to prolong product lifespans (Johansson, 2021). A transition
from make-and-waste economies to reuse economies was also a popular demand at
the intergovernmental plastic treaty negotiations of 2023 (UN News, 2023).
Moreover, large economic institutions and industry-representing NGOs now
discuss a ‘reuse revolution’ (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2023; World Economic
Forum, 2021). Similarly, critical literature on circular economy increasingly
emphasizes the importance of ‘shortening the loops’ (Reike et al., 2018). Reuse is
often seen as a progressive strategy but beyond this, it remains conceptually under-
investigated and politically ambiguous (Calisto Friant et al., 2022; Delanoeije &
Bachus, 2020).

As once again underscored by the failings of 2023’s plastic treaty negations due
to economic interests, throwaway plastics are not only a ubiquitous part of modern
life but also a deeply ingrained component of current political economies (Comms
Hub, 2023; Hawkins, 2013). The notion of a reuse economy could question this.
While established corporations in Europe may have already adopted the most
economically attractive reuse options, a new phenomenon of reuse organizations
has emerged (de Man & Friege, 2016; Genovese & Pansera, 2021). Varying in scale
and organizational form, these organizations’ core purpose is the provision of reuse
packaging reconfiguring the workings of the make-and-waste economy. However,
it remains unclear how such a reuse economy could be organized, also due to

reuse’s conceptual ambiguity. To provide insights into these critical blind spots,



this research investigates the following question: How do reuse organizations aim
to change make-and-waste economies?

By discussing the political economy of different forms of reuse organizing, this
thesis aims to counter depoliticized, technocratic visions of the circular economy
(and reuse) and contributes to scholarly efforts of re-politicalizing these crucial
social-ecological concerns (Mah, 2021; Pansera et al., 2021). In other words, with
this study, I attempt to improve the lack of critical conceptual understanding of
reuse and, more broadly, aim to theoretically support calls that advocate for more
just, and ecologically sustainable circular societies (Calisto Friant et al., 2022;
Passaro et al., 2024).

In the following, I start by laying out the core theory and concepts within the
literature, identifying a conceptual typology and analytical framework for
answering the research question. For this, I engage with the literature in the fields
of Circular Economy, Organization and Management, and Political Economy.
Thereafter, 1 present my methodological approach and the collected empirical
results. Lastly, I undertake a critical discussion of the study implications to

subsequently finish with concluding remarks.



Theory & Concepts

What is Reuse? Reuse in the Circular Economy Literature

Circular economy is a popular sustainability concept and field of research that
advocates for the closure of material and energy loops and the substitution of linear
configurations of production and consumption with circular models (Reike et al.,
2018). Critical literature often refers to the paradoxes of circular economy (Mah,
2021). On the one hand, it is seen as a technocentric and depoliticized sustainability
concept that is instrumentalized to “future-proof” capitalism (Mah, 2021, p. 121).
But on the other hand, scholars point out that its rigorous implementation also
“demands a project of radical socio-economic change” (Savini, 2021, p. 2115). In
light of the paradoxes within the circular economy, researchers underline that
further conceptualizations concerning the crucial paradigmatic questions within the
field are needed (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). Scholars scrutinize dominant notions
of the circular economy for relying heavily on recycling; in some cases, powerful
actors in the industry even consider recycling as a synonym for circular economy
(Dreyer et al., 2024; Palm et al., 2022). Albeit receiving considerably less political
attention, reuse also constitutes a core component of the circular economy (Calisto
Friant et al., 2022; Kirchherr et al., 2017).

Reuse entails the direct reutilization of products preserving an item’s original
form, lengthening its lifespan, and retaining its value (Isenhour & Reno, 2019;
Reike et al., 2018). It is referred to as a short-loop strategy since it requires fewer
energy-intensive steps than longer-loop strategies such as recycling — a process in
which plastic is melted down for new manufacturing (Reike et al., 2018). Thus,
reuse is generally ecologically superior compared to recycling in the hierarchy of
circular strategies (Moalem et al., 2023; Reike et al., 2018). Moreover, by extending
product lifespans, reuse can directly reduce the production of waste which connects
to the waste prevention side of the circular economy (Calisto Friant et al., 2020;
O’Neill, 2019). This contrasts waste diversion strategies such as recycling which
are often instrumentalized by corporate actors (O’Neill, 2019). However, critical

conceptual engagement with reuse remains scarce which is why researchers call for



reuse and its various forms of organization to be understood better (Calisto Friant
et al., 2022; Delanoeije & Bachus, 2020).

Previous research on reuse outside of the circular economy literature typically
discusses the concept as part of informal economies and socio-cultural practices.
This includes individual reuse practices, sharing economies, gifting practices, and
local reuse markets (Berry et al., 2019; Foden, 2012; Isenhour & Reno, 2019;
O’Hare, 2021). Researchers often display a critical attitude towards the
formalization of old reuse practices within the circular economy framework
(O’Hare, 2021). But as mainstream organizations such as the Ellen MacArthur
Foundation increasingly refer to reuse as revolutionary, I argue that the political
economy of reuse’s emerging formal organizational landscape can no longer be
ignored and deserves critical attention (Delanoeije & Bachus, 2020; Ellen
MacArthur Foundation, 2023). I also argue that critical conceptual engagements
with reuse must be undertaken in the context of this conjecture. In the following, I
engage with the theoretical changes in the patterns of production and consumption

that reuse implies.

The Differences between Reuse Economies and Make-and-waste
Economies

Current capitalist economies are centered around the growth of plastic production
and consumption which shifts circular economy efforts towards longer loop (waste
diversion) strategies such as recycling rather than waste-preventing activities such
as reuse (Calisto Friant et al., 2022). Genovese and Pansera (2021) highlight that
waste is inevitable in capitalist economies due to the self-reinforcing cycle between
profit and commodity production serving as the engine of capital accumulation.
This cycle leads to a destructive lock-in as “the only thing that keeps the system
functioning is increasing production and disposal of waste elsewhere” (Genovese
& Pansera, 2021, p. 104). In a systematic manner, the imperatives of capital
accumulation drive private actors to pursue ecologically destructive strategies to
counteract falling rates of profits by expanding markets and increasing production.
Emblematic of this is the widespread practice of planned obsolescence, a corporate
strategy in which product lifespans are intentionally decreased and commodities are

made obsolete (Genovese & Pansera, 2021; Gorz, 1980). Thus, the mechanisms of
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capital accumulation lead to a systematic decrease in the use phase of products to
boost production. Plastics are a prominent example of this: even with growing
public awareness and increasing visibility of plastic pollution, plastic production
continues to grow (Barrowclough & Birkbeck, 2020).

In the introduction to Pollution is Colonialism, Max Liboiron (2021) identifies
how the spread of plastic packaging was planned in the first place. After World War
I, the US-American plastic industry was looking for ways to boost its profits and
discovered the immensely profitable option of expanding markets through the
diffusion of disposable products leading to the disruption of formerly common
reuse practices (Liboiron, 2021). This resonates with critical scholarship
highlighting that fossil economies did not originate in the ‘natural development’ or
‘progress’ of technology (in other words, the diffusion of advanced, cheaper, and
more convenient technologies). Instead, the fossil economy emerged from the
structural drivers of capitalism which found a unique potential for profit in fossil
fuels (Malm, 2016). Thus, the spread of plastic packaging, a fossil-based
commodity, shows parallels to the earlier emergence of fossil energy carriers.

As seen, reuse extends the lifespan and utility of items before their eventual
disposal. In this way, reuse can be seen as the opposite of planned obsolescence;
resembling something akin to planned ‘perseverance’. This is particularly
remarkable considering that capitalist economies drive a “hurried nature of
society’s metabolic process, the quick disappearance of commodities from the
sphere of circulation, and their equally quick replacement by fresh commodities”
(Marx, 1867/1976, p. 217, as cited in Genovese & Pansera, 2021). Through stable
forms of ownership (shared or centralized) and the circulation of items, reuse
sharing economies seem to imply the opposite of Marx’s observed characteristics
of capitalist economies, namely, the maintenance of commodities in the sphere of
circulation and slow replacement by fresh commodities? (Delanoeije & Bachus,

2020) (see Figure ).

2 Unlike Delanoeije & Bachus (2020), my definition of reuse economies specifically refers to reuse
sharing economies with stable ownership.
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Figure 1: Summary of the core conceptual distinctions between reuse economies and make-and-
waste economies.

Thus, from an orthodox Marxian perspective, it seems that such reuse economies
contradict the central mechanism of capital accumulation through surplus extraction
in commodity production (Marx, 1867/1976). This implies that reuse is a recipe for
diminishing rates of return. By extending lifespans, reuse can, in theory, decrease
production (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). Arguably this can be seen as a key reason
why reuse is usually associated with more holistic and progressive circular
economy strategies as opposed to recycling which does not jeopardize production
in the same way (Calisto Friant et al., 2022, 2023). But as the discourse on reuse
expands to various economic actors, its political-economic understanding remains
opaque (Calisto Friant et al., 2022; Delanoeije & Bachus, 2020). How reuse
economies can be viably organized and “the details about how such a revolution in
the way we produce and consume would happen, are generally vague and, probably

intentionally, underspecified” (Pansera et al., 2021, p. 473).
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Toward a Reuse Economy: The Political Economy of Reform and
Transformation

While the outlined reuse economies seem to contradict the conventional categories
of commodity production in capitalism, it cannot be concluded that waste-
preventing strategies such as reuse are inherently anti- or non-capitalist. The
economic system is not uniformly constituted by linear commodity production and
consumption but rather persists in diverse, sometimes contradictory, ways that are
in motion (Alakavuklar, 2023; Fraser, 2018; Gibson-Graham & Dombroski, 2020).
For instance, researchers in business and management studies argue that waste
prevention strategies such as repair “should be seen not just as occasions for
restoration of products, but also as opportunities for innovation and entrepreneurial
action” (Spring & Araujo, 2017, p. 4). Similarly, literature on reuse is elusive from
a political-economic perspective; reuse is a strategy with “a multitude of social,
economic, and environmental implications, which remain poorly researched and
understood [...]” (Calisto Friant et al., 2022, p. 5).

To structure my political-economic analysis of reuse, I draw on the typology of
circularity discourses by Calisto Friant et al. (2020) as a conceptual guide. The
authors concluded four discourses within circularity: the reformist circular society,
the transformational circular society, the technocentric circular economy, and the
fortress circular economy. Characterized by their comparatively holistic
environmental and political outlook, the former two categories of circular societies
are usually associated with reuse (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). The differentiation
between reformist and transformational discourses adds an important conceptual

political-economic nuance as I lay out in the following.

Reformist circular society

Reformist circularity discourses take an optimistic stance toward the role of socio-
technological innovations in circumventing the ecological crisis. They usually
focus on behavioral and socio-cultural shifts as well as business model innovation
(Calisto Friant et al., 2020). The assumption of a reformed, more socially just
capitalism that is compatible with ecological sustainability lies at the center of this
circularity discourse which links to the broader paradigms of ecological

modernization and green growth (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). These paradigms
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synonymously refer to a general political-economic worldview according to which
the persistence and expansion of capitalist economies can be reconciled with
ecological sustainability (Hickel & Kallis, 2020). It relies on scientifically
questionable technological assumptions around the decoupling of environmental
impacts from economic growth (Kallis et al., 2018).

The process of servitization plays a key role in this worldview and is particularly
relevant to the topic of reuse. Highlighting its potential contribution to ecological
modernization, Hojnik (2018) frames servitization as a “new economic megatrend”
(p. 163). Servitization is defined as the diffusion of product-based services often in
the form of new business models that replace conventional commodity exchange
models. In other words, servitization is a process through which products are
provided as services (Hojnik, 2018; White et al., 1999). Car sharing is a common
example of servitization where consumption occurs through use, not by ownership
acquisition (the ownership is stable) (Hojnik, 2018). It is important to emphasize
that servitization does not imply a transformation of capitalist relations such as
private ownership and the profit-imperative but that it rather resembles a reform of
the ways in which commodities are produced, used, and discarded (Baines et al.,
2009; White et al., 1999)3. In parallel with business model innovation, policy plays
a central role in such reformist endeavors. Hojnik (2018) discusses the importance
of regulatory measures driving servitization business models for green growth.
Similarly, critical work in organizational studies and political economy highlights
that entrepreneurship is often enabled by top-down regulation that, allegedly, drives
markets towards greener outcomes (Hasselbalch et al., 2023).

Frenken (2017) situates servitization within the broader umbrella of sharing
economies that are also characterized by consumer “access rather than ownership”
(p. 4). Private platforms serve a key function in organizing such interactions
between producers and consumers (Kenney & Zysman, 2019). In this context,
Frenken (2017) synthesizes three different political-economic scenarios for the

sharing economy. The first scenario called platform capitalism describes a future

3 As such, Calisto Friant et al. (2020) also situate early forms of servitization as product service
systems under a technocentric circular economy discourse but for the purposes of this thesis which
is regarding more recent and purpose-driven forms of reuse servitization, the reformist circular
society discourse is more applicable.
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in which market mechanisms led to the formation of major private monopolies with
the digital capital and capacity to provide services as large-scale, “integrated
solutions in [various] areas” (Frenken, 2017, p. 8). This scenario coincides with
recent developments in political economy as observed by economist Yanis
Varoufakis (2024) who argues that through the growing dominance of digital
platforms and service providers such as Amazon, Uber, or Facebook, capitalism
evolves into techno-feudalistic configurations. These configurations are
characterized by the accumulation of data in private hands and rentier profit
extraction rather than surplus generation in commodity production (Varoufakis,
2024). In scenario two, platform redistribution, governments regulate markets in
the sharing economy with the goal of establishing ‘fair’ competition with positive
social outcomes. It resembles a typical social-democratic political economy
(Frenken, 2017). The third scenario, platform cooperativism, predicts a sharing
economy that is shaped by more localized and alternative organizational forms such
as cooperatives with collective ownership and democratic decision-making
(Frenken, 2017). This third scenario coincides with Calisto Friant et al.’s (2020)

second major circularity discourse: transformational circular society.

Transformational circular society
Transformational circularity discourses argue that broader structural socio-
economic changes, beyond business model innovations and behavioral shifts, are
needed for just and ecologically sustainable circular societies. Echoing Frenken’s
(2017) platform cooperativism, this includes cooperative organizational models and
localized production (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). Transformational discourses do
not aim to reconcile economic growth with ecological sustainability but rather aim
to organize economies that are liberated from capitalist growth mechanisms.
Broader paradigmatic examples of transformative circularity discourses are
degrowth and post-growth (Calisto Friant et al., 2020). These paradigms argue for
abandoning economic growth imperatives and downscaling production and
consumption in an equitable manner toward post-capitalist, ecologically
sustainable, and just societies (Kallis et al., 2018).

The conceptual distinction between reformist paradigms and transformational

paradigms aligns with recent work in organization studies and political economy
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which synthesizes political-economic paradigms (green growth and post-growth)
and patterns of change (top-down and bottom-up) with modes of organization
(Hasselbalch et al., 2023). The researchers introduce a typology where post-growth
approaches to organization resemble the transformational circularity discourses and
green growth approaches show similarities with reformist circularity discourses
(Calisto Friant et al., 2020; Hasselbalch et al., 2023). As I also approach political
economy from an organizational perspective, I draw on Hasselbalch et al.'s (2023)
discussion of pathways of political-economic reorganization without narrowing
down on a particular pattern (bottom-up or top-down). Thus, I maintain the general
conceptual framing of reform and transformation (see Figure 2).

Critical literature often discusses decommodification as a key process to
transform dominant economic structures. Decommodification refers to the removal
of commodity relationships which, according to Marx, are at the very core of the
capitalist economy (McNeill, 2021). A streamlined theory and critique of
commodification was first formulated and popularized in the field of political
economy by the 20"-century economic theorist Karl Polanyi (Hermann, 2021;
Polanyi, 1944). Polanyi criticizes commodification and market relations for
diminishing overview. He highlights that “[...] in a complex technological society
single actors cannot gain an overview of society, and cannot understand the social
consequences of their actions. [...] Overview, he argues, cannot be substituted by a
soulless mechanism like the market system.” (Desai & Polanyi Levitt, 2020, p.
150). Thus, according to Polanyi only non-market forms of organization can
facilitate the necessary overview in complex technological societies (Desai &
Polanyi Levitt, 2020; Polanyi, 1927). More specifically, he advocates for socially
embedded economies that are organized around reciprocity and redistribution
(Polanyi, 1944, 1957/2011). This overlaps with recent scholarship in the political
economy of post-growth that advocates for transformational economies organized
around “redistribution, restoration, cooperation and sufficiency” (Banerjee et al.,
2021, p. 351).

The argument for decommodification is rooted in the Polanyian idea of reuniting
society and economy or, in other words, transforming to a socially determined
economy instead of subordinating society to a disembedded market economy (Dale,

2010; Peredo & McLean, 2020; Polanyi, 1944). This resonates with degrowth and
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post-growth as it allows for more democratic forms of social organization in which
social needs and ecological sustainability can be addressed directly without being
dependent on market outcomes or capitalist growth imperatives (Fotopoulos, 2010;
Trainer, 2015; Weiss & Cattaneo, 2017). Degrowth scholarship explores reciprocal
economies such as commons- or solidarity-based economies in which competition
gives way to cooperation (Exner, 2014). Figure 2 summarizes the conceptual
distinction between reform through servitization and transformation through
decommodification as two distinct forms of changing make-and-waste economies

toward reuse economies.

Make-and-waste economies

1
1
1
1
1
-Waste diversion i
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: -Increasing product lifespans, (potentially) decreasing production
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Figure 2: Conceptual distinction between reform through servitization and transformation through
decommodification.

However, not all scholars seem to agree with the conceptual distinction I drew

in Figure 2. In arecent publication Froese et al. (2023) asses that degrowth-oriented
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organizations create value by providing “products as a service” (p. 8). Contrarily,
the authors also claim that degrowth-oriented organizing also avoids
commodification. Thus, it seems like the authors see servitized commodification as
an exception. Froese et al. (2023) summarize that “degrowth-oriented value
creation means that organizations develop, resource, (re)create, and offer products
and services that help to reduce, in absolute terms, product and waste production as
well as energy and material consumption and enable more resource effective and
sufficiency-oriented lifestyles” (p. 9). This proposition seems particularly
depoliticized as it does not tell anything about the political economy of such
product-service provision. Indeed, it seems to share more similarities with the
outlined reformist paradigm rather than the transformative paradigm degrowth aims
to be (Kallis et al., 2018). In the same vein, Khmara and Kronenberg (2018) discuss
servitization as a sustainable degrowth business model arguing that degrowth is
compatible with capitalist forms of organizing. The authors claim that businesses
that commit to ‘alternative’ values and practices can align with degrowth. I argue
that such normative framings result in conceptual ambiguities; the boundaries
between transformation (degrowth/post-growth) and reform (eco-modernism/green
growth) are thereby blurred. Therefore, I turn to a more structural engagement with
(de)commodification in the following which will help to navigate such theoretical

conflations.

Value Relations within Reform and Transformation

Hermann (2021) describes the processes of commodification with the help of two
central Marxian political-economic categories: use value and exchange value
(Marx, 1867/1976). For Hermann (2021), commodification entails the subsumption
of use value for exchange value - with decommodification describing the inverse
process. Use value refers to the qualitative characteristics of a commodity, in other
words, “the usefulness of the commodity and how it satisfies our needs”
(Alakavuklar, 2023, p. 5). Exchange value generally reflects the price of a
commodity for exchange (Alakavuklar, 2023). Decommodification therefore is a
process in which the provision of the usefulness of a good or a service is prioritized
over the motive of exchange (Hermann, 2021). This means that make-and-waste

economies are fundamentally a result of commodification. The systemic decrease
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of the use phase of commodities I described - including the practice of planned
obsolescence - parallels the general Marxian observation that the engine of capital
accumulation structurally leads to the domination of quantitative forms of value
(exchange value) over qualitative forms of value (use value) (Alakavuklar, 2023;
Harvey, 2014; McNeill, 2021). As seen, reuse economies seem to imply the
opposite: the elevation of use value. Nevertheless, I argue that simply concluding
that reuse is an inherently transformative, decommodifying strategy is too
generalized in the current conjuncture which is why I engage more closely with
value in reuse organizations in this thesis.

Understanding value as a structural and economic rather than moral concept
leads to questions of relationality (Alakavuklar, 2023). Marxian scholarship
describes exchange value as the comparative validation of commodities facilitating
exchange where price serves as a uniform quantitative denominator (e.g.,
commodity 1 is valued at x euros, and commodity 2 is valued at y euros)
(Alakavuklar, 2023; Marx, 1867/1976). This is what McNeil (2021) frames as an
apparent relation between things; “[for Marx], exchange value is not a material, nor
a natural relation. It is a social relation: a relation between persons which assumes
the form of a relation (albeit social) between things” (p. 52). Similarly, it can be
argued that human needs that shape use value are socially mediated. This is why
McNeill (2021) argues for a relational view of use value beyond Marx’s more
atomized notion of use value as individual utility in consumption. In short, relations
are at the core of economic theories of both use and exchange value; in fact, value
itself can be seen as a social relation (Alakavuklar, 2023; McNeill, 2021; Pitts,
2020).

Marx’s theory of value is also insufficient for the purposes of this thesis with
regard to its predominant focus on production (itself grounded in Marx’s centering
of labor in his economic analysis) (McNeill, 2021). For Marx, exchange and use
value are attributed to the linear stages commodities follow in the spheres of
production, exchange, and consumption. This means that the basis of exchange
value uniformly lies in production and only when commodities are consumed (after
exchange) they “serve as use-value” (Marx, 1867/1976, p. 198). Evidently, Marx
is concerned with an entirely different historical context — that is, capital

accumulation and commodity production in the 19" century — that, as discussed,
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fundamentally differs from reuse economies (Marx, 1867/1976). Reuse seems to
involve different forms of economic value relations that complicate the binary
between exchange value in production and use value in consumption. Thus, the
nature of exchange and use value is less clear in this context and deserves further
attention, particularly concerning exchange and consumption in reuse. As McNeill
(2021) summarizes, “[...] not only the social relations of production but also
exchange and consumption are worthy of study” (p. 4).

To undertake this, I draw on recent work in critical political economy that
discusses organizations and their embeddedness in broader economic structures
using value relations as an analytical framework (Alakavuklar, 2023). Alakavuklar
(2023) conceptualizes organizations as understudied relational phenomena within
the political-economic system. While research has provided key insights into the
normative (moral and political) value relations of alternative organizations that
operate in the cracks of capitalism, their embedded structural value relations are

often neglected (Alakavuklar, 2023; Parker et al., 2014).
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Figure 3: Summary of the conceptual framework with the added analytical framework of value-
mediated relations in reuse reform and transformation adopted from Alakavuklar (2023).

This is why I use Alakavuklar’s (2023) analytical approach to investigate
relations that are “mediated by use value” (p. 6), and complement it with relations
that are mediated by exchange value to answer the research question of how reuse
organizations aim to change make-and-waste economies (see Figure 3). The
literature supports that value relations, particularly relations mediated by use value,
play a central role in both servitization and decommodification. Concluding from
their exhaustive literature review on servitization, Baines et al. (2009) describe the
concept as “[...] processes to shift from selling products to selling integrated
products and services that deliver value in use” (p. 547). And as discussed,
decommodification also describes an orientation toward use value (Hermann,
2021). The differences between value-mediated relations in servitization and
decommodification remain to be applied and conceptualized within the context of

reuse. This approach also helps the analysis of broader inter-organizational relations
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and political-economic tensions and contradictions (Alakavuklar, 2023). Moreover,
it facilitates a more structural than normative engagement with the identified
conceptual conflations between reform and transformation (Froese et al., 2023;
Khmara & Kronenberg, 2018). Rooted in the tradition of critical theory, such
structural approaches also help to highlight possible resolutions to structural
contradictions (Fraser, 2018). The underlying paradigm of my research approach is
shortly outlined below before I engage more closely with this thesis’ research

instruments.
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Methodology

Departing from the core theories and concepts shaping this study, I begin this
chapter by shortly describing the underlying paradigm that shaped my research
design and deployed methods. The latter are elaborated after I briefly contextualize

the background of this study.

Research Paradigm

As described, in this thesis I investigate reuse organizing through a critical political-
economic lens drawing on Marx’s (1867/1976) qualitative value theory which has
subsequently been applied and advanced by other critical political economists and
organizational scholars (Alakavuklar, 2023; McNeill, 2021). I complement the
Marxian theoretical background with later critiques of commodification coined by
Karl Polanyi (1944) following Fraser's (2018) sentiment in Why Two Karls are
Better than One: Integrating Polanyi and Marx in a Critical Theory of the Current
Crisis for amore multifaceted theoretical engagement with reuse organizing against
the make-and-waste economy.

In this, my research paradigm or underlying worldview conforms to critical
theory which itself is rooted in the Marxian tradition (Guba & Lincoln, 1994;
Mahmoud et al., 2018). According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), the ontology, or
the fundamental outlook on reality, of critical theory regards real-world social
structures from a historically contingent perspective. In other words, social
structures are not part of a naturally given or logically determined reality but they
are changeable since they are historically, politically, and socially formed (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994). The context of a historically shaped social structure I describe and
problematize here is the make-and-waste economy and my inquiry concerns
potential political and social drivers in reuse organizing for changing this structural
reality. Thus, my epistemological position as a researcher resembles what Guba and
Lincoln (1994) describe as an “advocate” for transformation (p. 112) (in this case,
the transformation toward reuse economies). Thus, critical theory aligns with my
research inquiry due to its goal of emancipatory social-ecological change

(Mahmoud et al., 2018). As qualitative research, this thesis aims to extend
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theoretical understanding (on the political economy of reuse) based on real-world

phenomena (reuse organizations).

Research Background

This thesis emerged from my internship activity in the research project Plastics in
a circular society: Alternative organising beyond resource efficiency led by
Ekaterina Chertkovskaya at Lund University*. The project engages with the
phenomenon of alternative organizing against the plastic crisis investigating how
initiatives across the globe tackle plastics within the different lifecycle stages of
production, (re)use and recycling as well as trough policy and governance. The
initial mapping stage of the project first introduced me to reuse organizations and -
by engaging with the literature - I encountered their political-economic ambiguity.
Thus, the internship helped to shape this research inquiry. But I do not use any
project data in this thesis; the entire data collection was conducted independently
after the completion of the internship.

While this thesis aligns with the project’s general focus on plastics, specifically
plastic packaging, it also expands on the project in three ways: (1) its in-depth
investigation of organizing in reuse as one part of the plastic lifecycle, (2) its
theoretical focus on political economy instead of alternative organizing, and (3) the
resulting broader organizational scope that is not exclusively constrained to
‘alternative’ forms organizing in this thesis. Point (3) is still a point of contention
since it is unclear “which theoretical frameworks inform the dominant and
alternative perspectives [within the circular economy]” (Pansera et al., 2021, p.
473). T aim to aid and complement the effort of navigating these conceptual
questions. Overall, this thesis can therefore be considered an in-depth case-study of

one of the project’s components, namely reuse organizations.

Research Design & Methods
To gain a more comprehensive understanding of reuse, I extended my research

design beyond a single case study to a multiple-case study design which allows for

4 https://www.plasticalternatives.lu.se/
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comparison between different cases of reuse organizations (Bryman, 2016).
Scholars argue that this research design is particularly useful for advancing the
conceptualization of phenomena since its comparative element helps to review,
modify, and expand theories and concepts (Bryman, 2016; Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin,
2009). As this thesis is theoretically oriented, aiming to advance the political-
economic conceptualization of reuse, this research design was chosen to match its
purpose. More specifically, the multiple-case study I conducted in this research
consists of one main method: semi-structured interviews. But I also complemented
the data collection with secondary material from online sources as well as an auto-

ethnographic method which I elaborate in the following.

Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews are an essential method in comparative research designs
such as multiple-case studies as they facilitate the collection and analysis of in-
depth qualitative data (Bryman, 2016). They are particularly popular due to their
flexibility in allowing space for spontaneous follow-up questions by the
interviewer. Besides, they often succeed in creating reciprocal interactions between
interviewer and interviewee (Kallio et al., 2016). Due to this flexibility and ability
to collect in-depth qualitative data, I selected semi-structured as my main research

method.

Secondary online material

Complementing qualitative interviews with secondary data such as organizational
reports or websites is a common practice in case study research designs as it allows
the researcher to retrieve additional, often more general, information about an
organization that might have not been collected during the more in-depth interviews
(Bryman, 2016). The online material I used to complement the interview data
consisted of the organizations’ publicly accessible websites and reports that - to

ensure their authenticity - were only retrieved from direct organizational sources.

Auto-ethnography
I also complement my study with a minor auto-ethnographic element, namely the

participation in a reuse model. Auto-ethnography is a method that allows
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researchers to draw on their own experiences to generate research insights (Pink,
2015). This allowed me to reflect on my participation in a reuse model and the value
relations I experienced therein. I include this data as personal reflection vignettes

in the results (Pink, 2015).

Data Collection & Analysis

As is common in multiple-case studies, I used a case selection strategy based on the
inclusion of different case-specific characteristics: in this context, different
organizational forms (Bryman, 2016). During my internship in the aforementioned
research project, I found that reuse organizations assume two main forms: private
reuse organizations and non-governmental organizations (NGOs)/non-profit reuse
organizations. These reuse organizations tackle throwaway packaging in a material
way by implementing reuse models and often focus on the food and beverage
takeaway sector. I aimed to maintain a more streamlined inclusion of organizing
for reuse instead of organizing with reuse. This is why I excluded organizations that
are not explicitly centered in reuse but practice some degree of it (e.g., dairy
producers who recollect and refill their yogurt jars). The case selection was
conducted using the online information available from each organization which
usually showed their respective organizational form. This allowed me to select a set
of cases that evenly represent both private reuse organizations and NGOs/non-
profit reuse organizations.

Initially, I set this thesis’ geographical scope as Germany since it is said to
display the vastest organizational landscape in reuse (KIDV, 2022). However,
during case selection cases of NGOs/non-profit reuse organizations were not found
which is why the geographical scope was extended to the whole of Europe. Within
this broader scope, two further relevant organizational forms emerged that I
categorized as a public tender reuse organization and a public-private partnership
reuse organization. The former describes an organization that runs a reuse model
on behalf of the ministry and the latter describes a collaborative reuse model
between a municipality and a corporation. Thus, four different organizational forms
were selected as relevant case study characteristics. But beyond these case studies,
I found that results would also benefit from more holistic and unbiased perspectives

from people who work in the reuse field but do not directly represent a reuse
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organization. Therefore, it was decided to include the expert perspectives of people
working in intermediate networks. Such networks typically operate between public
bodies and (private) reuse organizations attempting to promote the spread of reuse
on a more systematic scale. The interviews with people from such networks are
treated as expert interviews since they helped to complement the case-specific
perspectives by adding a broader outlook on the reuse landscape and the relations
between organizations.

Organizations that fit the outlined selection criteria were contacted for potential
interview participation. This resulted in a total number of 11 interviews, of which
eight were conducted with representatives from reuse organizations (cases) and
three with experts from intermediate organizations. Table I summarizes the cases
and expert interviews as they are referenced throughout this thesis. I decided to
anonymize all organizations due to ethical considerations elaborated in the
following section. The interviews took place in March and April 2024 and were
conducted in an online format due to the dispersed geographic locations — with one
exception where an in-person interview was possible. Given the participants’
consent, interviews were audio recorded - with the same exception for the in-person
interview where handwritten notes were taken. The interview duration was between
30 to 60 minutes depending on the availability of the respective participant. After
the interviews were held, I transcribed the audio files. This text was manually
reviewed and corrected by listening to the audio recordings as advised by Flick et
al. (2004). Simultaneously, the complementing secondary online material and auto-

ethnographic field notes were collected.
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Table 1: Cases and experts as referenced in this study and their respective organizational forms.

if}:‘;ﬁ or Organizational form

Case 1

Case 2 Private reuse organizations

Case 3

Case 4

Case 5 NGOs/non-profit reuse organizations
Case 6

Case 7 Public tender reuse organization
Case 8 Public-private partnership reuse organization
Expert 1

Expert 2 Intermediate networks

Expert 3

In the following, I compiled all the relevant text data - consisting of interview
transcriptions, secondary online material, and auto-ethnographic field notes. I
conducted my analysis in line with a thematic analysis which is particularly helpful
for conceptual research inquiries such as this one (Bryman, 2016). Thematic
analyses involve a qualitative coding process to identify core patterns and
categories in the qualitative data (Bryman, 2016). This process was performed
manually using Microsoft Excel. As a starting point for the coding process, I used
the analytical framework of value relations mediated by use and exchange value
which provided an initial structure to the coding process. Subsequently, further
patterns emerged in an iterative manner. The coding process resulted in four central
themes: (1) relations mediated by use value, (2) relations mediated by exchange
value, (3) cooperation vs market competition, and (4) standardization vs market
fragmentation. The former two themes concern relations within reuse models while
(3) and (4) concern relations between reuse models. I present and analyze the
themes in the next chapter after I outline some of this research’s ethical

considerations and limitations.
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Ethical Considerations & Research Limitations

Arguably the most important ethical consideration in this study concerns the
treatment of the interviewees who generously gave some of their limited time to
participate in this study. As I also experienced, navigating the dependence on
responses and incentivizing participation can be challenging and often causes
discomfort for researchers (Duncombe & Jessop, 2012). To build rapport and
improve the incentives for participation, I tried to provide space for more reciprocal
interchanges and offered to share research insights from the previously mentioned
research project upon contacting organizations. My association with the project
likely helped me in this process.

To guarantee that all interviewees were informed about the research as well as
their rights as participants, they received an informed consent sheet from me several
days in advance of the interviews. When participants did not sign the consent sheet,
I sent one reminder. In consideration of the interviewees' limited time, I did not
insist further on manual signatures but also offered the option of informed verbal
consent. | always made sure to leave space for interviewees to voice concerns and
pose questions about the research.

However, the notion of informed consent can pose more fundamental ethical
issues as feminist scholars Miller and Bell (2012) point out. Due to the evolving
nature of studies, it is often impossible for participants to know what exactly they
consent to. While I shared the information with participants about the critical nature
of this research as well as its political-economic focus, I did not detail the critical
angle I used; much of my theoretical perspective only evolved later, in parallel with
the data collection. This parallel process and dialogue between theory and empirical
material is typical in critical theory (Mahmoud et al., 2018). Miller and Bell (2012)
advise researchers to overcome the issue of informed consent by facilitating
repeated negotiations of consent between interviewee and interviewer. However,
such a repeated process was unfeasible due to the limited time frame of this thesis.
Thus, in consideration of potential ambiguities for participants in ‘informed’
consent, I decided to not only anonymize participating individuals but also the

organizations they represent.
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Further limitations of this study concern the representativeness of its collected
data. Firstly, my focus on collecting data from reuse organizations excludes the
perspective of other actors involved in the reuse such as supermarkets and
restaurants that could be relevant for this research. Secondly, almost all cases
specifically deal with the reuse of packaging in the food and beverage takeaway
sector which seemingly represents the most advanced sector for reuse in Europe.
Participants observed that the takeaway sector is the “lowest hanging fruit” for
reuse due to its relatively low complexity (Case 8, public-private partnership reuse
organization). The organizational complexity is said to be comparatively low
because packaging and exchange happen in the same location in this sector (for
example, a coffee cup that is filled and sold in a café) (Case 2, private reuse
organization). Moreover, the waste from takeaway packaging is particularly visible
and thus receives much public attention (Case 8, public-private partnership reuse
organization; Case 3, private reuse organization). The dominant representation of reuse
organizations in the food and beverage takeaway packaging sector limits the
research’s applicability for reuse in other sectors which involve a different set of
actors. Nevertheless, I expect that the political-economic tensions and the
conceptual implications I conclude in this research are more broadly relevant for

reuse in general.
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Results & Analysis

In the following, I elaborate and analyze the core themes that emerged from my
analysis. The results are structured by the interconnected relations within reuse
models and the relations between reuse models. Throughout this analysis, I refer to
the conceptual and analytical framework and draw empirically grounded

distinctions.

Relations within Reuse Models

In general, it was found that - in line with the theoretical engagement with reuse -
all reuse organizations aim to extend the use value of packaging items such as
takeaway coffee cups or food bowls by configuring new models of relations that
aim to facilitate the items’ optimal circulation and re-utilization. The core relations
are created between three actors: reuse providers (reuse organizations), reuse
partners (actors implementing a reuse model, e.g., cafés, restaurants, or
supermarkets), and the users (people participating in reuse) (see Figure 4).
Generally, providers supply reuse items, such as coffee cups, to partners who lend
these items to users (customers) who then close the loop by either directly returning
the borrowed item to a partner or through public return infrastructure (e.g., deposit
machines). The different relations mediated by use value and the different relations

mediated by exchange value (exchange relations) are further outlined below.
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Providers (reuse
organization):
Coordinating the reuse model

Partners (reuse
implementation): E.g., Cafes,
restaurants, or supermarkets

circulating reuse packaging

Users (reuse participation):
individuals borrowing, using,
and returning the reuse items

Figure 4: The three main actors in reuse models.

Relations mediated by Use Value

One of the major relations forged by reuse organizations is between partners and
users through the borrowing and returning of items. Extra interactions are created
that are often shaped by reciprocal interchanges bringing people together and
alleviating the disconnection and anonymity of throwaway packaging. However, as
pointed out by research participants, such relations are uncommon and are often
accompanied by a certain degree of discomfort that users experience. Interviewee

from Case 5 summarizes this as follows:

I always find that [the partners] are very happy to get my cup and very happy to
see me again and to have this little interaction. But I have spoken with a lot of
people who - I think it's like social anxiety that they have I don't know — [...] see
it as a very difficult interaction. They don't like it, and I don't know why. Because
my experiences have always been interesting. [The partners clean my coffee cup]
with the steam from the coffee machine, and then they run it under the water. It
makes their work harder and still they do it and they say that it's not a problem. So,
I'm really curious why people are feeling so judged when they return their reusable
cup. [...] [Single use] is so ingrained in the whole ecosystem of this industry. (Case

5, NGO/non-profit reuse organization)
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Thus, a relation to an object such as a single-use cup which is commonly only
used and then disposed of (and anonymously processed as waste) is reconfigured
as a relation between people. In other words, there is a social value relation
mediated by the use value of reuse replacing conventional transactions. The
reconfigured social relation also leads to new relations to the packaging items
themselves with the awareness that these items are not only returned to partners but

also shared and reused by others.
Personal reflection:

The reuse containers feel somewhat distinct; some of them have an individual
inscription. I feel a sense of awareness towards these items as they do not belong
to me. They have a history and a future as opposed to something that is produced
to be thrown away. The print on the cup is coming off. I know that they will be
used by others after me. When returning them, the extra interaction with the people
who made my food turned my attention to how I leave them behind in a clean and

respectful manner.

Beyond these relations between partners and users, central use value
considerations concern the relations between providers and partners as well as
relations between providers and users. Providers create use value by scaling and
standardizing relations with partners and users. This is also called “a systematic
approach” as opposed to so-called “islandsystems” which refers to the isolated
provision of reuse by a single actor; for example, a café lending out its own reuse
mugs (Case 1, private reuse organization). The scaling and standardizing efforts of
reuse organizations aim to make the use value of reuse compete with dominant
throwaway packaging through network effects. In other words, the more partners
are included in a single reuse model the more accessible the borrowing and
returning of the reuse items becomes and the more packaging items can, in turn, be
standardized and circulated.

Scale and standardization particularly strive for the convenience of partners and
users in lending and returning items. In light of persistently low packaging reuse
rates, all cases in this study aim to create relations that are convenient. Convenience
is seen as a core use value of throwaway packaging which reuse organizations try
to compete with (Case 8, public-private reuse organization). In the least, reuse is

generally attempted to be organized in a way that is not significantly less convenient
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than throwaway packaging. For instance, scale allows users to borrow similar items
at multiple places that can be returned at different locations and partners again.
Specifically lacking return options are seen as a major hindrance to the convenience
of reuse. This becomes a point of tension between organizations as I expand on
below.

Through their waste prevention, reuse organizations also create more “symbolic
relations” mediated by use value (Alakavuklar, 2023, p. 13). The implementation
and participation in reuse often create a certain degree of purpose and togetherness
for partners and users. Particularly in more locally based NGOs/non-profit
organizations, partners and users show a strong “sense of being important for the
cause” (Case 4, NGO/non-profit reuse organization). Moreover, reuse is mentioned
to provide symbolic use value in boosting the environmental performance and

image of partners and users (see Figure 5).

Providers (reuse
organization)

Scaling and standardizing of
reuse model

Scaling and standardizing of
reuse model

Symbolic value relation,
sense of togetherness

Symbolic value relation,
sense of togetherness

Partners (reuse . Users (reuse
implementation) Social value relations, new participation)

forms of reciprocal
interactions

v

Figure 5: Summary of relations mediated by use value in reuse models.

Relations mediated by Exchange Value

The different models of exchange relations
Participants frequently referred to the different reuse ‘systems’ which was often

used synonymously with the different reuse organizations (Expert 1). But more
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broadly, ‘system’ also refers to the reuse model of an organization. Overall, I found
that two general reuse models exist that, crucially, are differentiated by their
exchange relations: deposit-based models and penalty-based models. Deposit-based
models entail so-called ‘pool systems’ in which a reuse organization provides items
that are circulated through analog deposit exchanges. Deposits are exchanged
whenever a reuse item is transferred between partners and users as well as between
providers and partners (Case 1, private reuse organization; Case 5, NGO/non-profit
reuse organization; Case 7, public tender reuse organization). Penalty-based models
operate through a library system in which reuse items are individualized and
equipped with QR codes so that transfers can be digitally tracked. These models
often require a membership and app interface that coordinates penalty payments
when items are not returned properly (Case 2, private reuse organization). All cases
included in this study exhibit one - or in a few cases, a combination (Case 6,
NGO/non-profit reuse organization) - of the described models of exchange relations.
As such, the models of exchange relations serve the proper functioning of reuse by
incentivizing return and ensuring the providers for their expenses. In other words,
they stimulate the proper circulation and (re-)utilization of items. Thus, these
exchange relations are still oriented around the use value proposition of reuse.
Moreover, since the prices of deposits and penalty payments are generally set
around the manufacturing price of an item, these exchanges generally do not
generate profit or surplus for providers. Thus, such relations resemble what
Alakavuklar (2023) frames as “non-commodified exchange relations” (p. 17).
However, findings suggest that the two models of exchange relations differ in
their effectiveness in stimulating the circulation of items; in other words, they differ
in their ability to achieve reuse’s central use value proposition. Results echo a
general concern about deposit-based models not delivering the required return rates;
users seem to not return their borrowed items as consistently as in penalty-based
models. Since a reuse item is often of higher material substance, it can be assumed
that the item must be reused a certain number of times to be environmentally
beneficial compared to throwaway packaging. Findings suggest a general concern
about whether deposit-based models achieve sufficient return rates to meet this
break-even point (Case 2, private reuse organization). Participants explain this

phenomenon by highlighting how users often interpret deposit exchanges as
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purchases (ownership acquisition) and thereby obstruct the inherent strategy of
reuse as stable ownership. An interviewee outlines this as a “factor is to get away
from. This idea of: ‘Okay I pay 5 Euros, this is mine now; No, it is not mine, I just
borrowed it and I can also return it again. And then [it is also important to]
remember that when I go next, then I will bring the [reuse item], I do not just put it
in the cupboard’ (Case 7, Public tender reuse organization). In addition,
considering that the rate of deposit per item is often as high as five to ten Euros,
there are socio-economic barriers to participation in deposit-based exchange
relations since “[not everyone] can afford to take out 20 Euros of deposits every
day” (Case 1, private reuse organization). In this, deposit-based exchange relations
are confronted with a trade-off: with high deposits, the accessibility of reuse options
is decreased but with low deposits return rates may falter due to low return
incentives (Case 1, private reuse organization). In comparison, penalty-based
exchange relations have been found to facilitate much higher circulation rates and
are thus more successful in delivering reuse’s use value proposition (Case 2, private
reuse organization). Participants argue that the psychological mechanism of
penalty circumvention is more effective than the prospect of potential reward for
motivating people to return their borrowed items (Case 2, private reuse
organization). Nevertheless, the requirement of downloading an app to enter
penalty-based reuse models is also seen as an obstacle, particularly by users. This
is why interviewees observed that penalty-based models are typically more popular

among partners than users (Case 1, private reuse organization).

Commodified exchange relations

But beyond the two general models of non-commodified exchange relations, some
reuse organizations also display commodified forms of exchange relations.
Specifically, private reuse organizations (providers) show forms of commodified
exchange relations with partners in the form of membership fees (usually associated
with deposit-based models) and transaction payments (usually associated with
penalty-based models). Private reuse organizations (Cases 1, 2, and 3) are
dependent on generating revenues through these commodified exchange relations
to finance their reuse model. As private organizations, they are structurally obliged

to become profitable. Such commodified exchange relations are absent in
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NGOs/non-profit reuse organizations (Cases 4, 5, and 6), the public tender reuse
organization (Case 7), and to some degree the public-private partnership reuse
organization (Case 8). The participant from Case 7 summarizes this difference as

follows:

[Our organization] is really unique, because it doesn't cost the restaurant operator,
any extra charge. I don't know [the other’s] conditions, but I know that [their
partners] have to pay a contribution so that the system is financed. There is a private
company behind it just like other providers. That's just not the case here. [...] The
restaurant partner does not enter any commitments. (Case 7, public tender reuse

organization)

Typical deposit-based

) exchange relations
Providers (reuse

organization) Typical penalty-based
: exchange relations

Commodified exchange
relations

Deposit exchanges

Subscription fee

Pay per transaction

Penalty payments

Digital registrative transfers
Partners (reuse " g g N Users (reuse

implementation) N Deposit exchanges participation)

Figure 6: Summary of the typical exchange relations in reuse organizations.

Figure 6 summarizes the outlined exchange relations. In line with the theoretical
framework, these results imply that it is precisely these commodified exchange
relations that structurally differentiate reform through servitization from
transformation through decommodification. The commodified exchange relations
are at the core of reformist servitization as they represent the business case of
private reuse organizations. In contrast, cases without such commodified exchange
relations are usually financed through non-commodified means (often public
funds). They arguably dismantle the commodity relations that are at the center of

capitalist make-and-waste economies since all the relations that are found are
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oriented towards use value. Thus, they resemble a transformative approach through
decommodification. In contrast, reformist organizing does not remove but rather

reconfigures the commodity relations of packaging.

Relations between Reuse Models: Tensions and Contractions in the Reuse
Landscape

As elaborated, results show that reuse is a strategy of extending use value that
functions through the creation, scaling, and standardization of relations. But this is
precisely where structural tensions and contradictions arise since multiple reuse
organizations simultaneously try to create, scale, and standardize their relations.
The core tensions and contradictions that were found in the broader reuse landscape

are elaborated below.

Cooperation vs Market Competition

Both reformist and transformational reuse organizations aim to extend their reuse
model relations. However, the crucial difference in commodified exchange
relations leads to competitive market relations in reformist organizing. The business
case of private reuse organizations dependents on a sufficiently high market share,
in other words, enough partners who pay for the reuse service. The structural
imperative of achieving such a market share inevitably leads to competitive market
relations between private reuse organizations. Thus, a broader reformist
organizational landscape is characterized by organizations that try to differentiate
their reuse models from competitors to stay afloat. Though private reuse
organizations also emphasize their shared purpose and desire to collaborate, they
are structurally constrained to a trade-off between their business case and
collaboration (Case 3, private reuse organization; Expert 3). In fact, it was found
that a private reuse organization shared resources with Case 5 (NGO/non-profit
reuse organization) to advance their reuse effort. But crucially, such cooperation is
only feasible to the extent that it does not significantly impede a private reuse
organization’s business case. In other words, cooperation is structurally inhibited
in reformist organizing due to the underlying commodified exchange relations they

depend on for organizational survival.
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This is particularly relevant considering that experts expressed the crucial
importance of cooperation for reuse (Expert 2). It is emphasized that the project of
making reuse the new standard is only possible when organizations collaborate.
Since transformative organizing does not exhibit commodified exchange relations,
it does not rely on competition for market shares. Instead, transformative organizing
is structurally more oriented towards cooperation. One example of this is the open
resource sharing and coordinating efforts by Case 6 (NGO/non-profit reuse

organization). The interviewee also observes this tension:

I think there's a lot of collaboration to be had, but I think it's just whether everyone's
willing to work together. Or if we're just going to be fighting each other for a piece
of the pie - if there is a piece of the pie to be had. (Case 6, NGO/non-profit reuse

organization)

But instead of lacking willingness, I found that it is rather the structural drive
towards market competition in reformist organizing - rooted in commodified
exchange relations - that obstructs the cooperation called for. This directly relates

to the following theme.

Standardization vs Market Fragmentation

In connection to this, another structural contradiction arises in the broader reuse
landscape between standardization and market fragmentation. As outlined above,
standardization is a central use value proposition of reuse. But differentiated
commodified exchange relations are found to lead to a fragmented market of
incompatible reuse models (Expert 1). Experts criticize this fragmentation as it

complicates the configuration of reuse economies:

From the beginning, the gastronomy sector has said “Why is there not simply one
system? Why is it so complicated?” But that is the free market. You can’t forbid
[provider Y] to build up their own system while [provider X] is allowed to just
[implement their system] because they were first. The real challenge is how to bring
them together and unify this fragmented market of different solutions. [...] But I
also don’t know how you can regulate this because you have a free market and if
one provider says “we want our cups in this format” and the others say “we want
it in that format”, then they won’t be stackable anymore and then it’s already

impractical. (Expert 2)
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Within transformative organizing, it is arguably more feasible to adapt and
merge reuse models since, as opposed to reformist organizing, the reuse models do
not represent the organizations’ core business case and means of survival. A similar
observation is made by the interviewee from Case 6 (NGO/non-profit reuse
organization) who, notably, also alludes to cooperation toward a single ‘ideal’ reuse

model instead of a fragmented market landscape:

And I think we're being held back by innovation because everybody's kind of
scrapping to get in there. Whereas, actually, if we all collaborated, we could come
together, see where our strengths are, and then work together on the ideal system.

(Case 6, NGO/non-profit reuse organization)

Experts particularly highlighted the lack of standardization in the return of reuse
items specifically the absence of shared infrastructures such as public vending
machines. These attempts are also found to be complicated by the different reuse
business models in a competitive reuse market (Case 1; Case 2, private reuse
organizations). Thus, the needed standardization processes are difficult once
market relations are already established. Such complications and tensions between
standardization and market fragmentation do not exist on a structural level in
transformative forms of reuse organization. As seen, relations in transformative
organizing are not subject to market competition in the same way. Thereby they
may be able to circumvent the tensions and contradictions discussed here. What
transformative futures of reuse economies might look like and how these tensions
and contradictions are attempted to be resolved in more reformist scenarios is

discussed in the following.
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Discussion

Referring back to the previously outlined political-economic theory, this chapter
first unpacks the research findings’ structural implications for the future of reuse
economies and thereafter discusses this study’s relevant conceptual implications for

the literature engaging with transformative organizing.

Reformative and Transformative Futures of the Reuse Economy

As seen, the broader landscape of reuse organizing displays two central tensions
and contradictions that are structurally connected to commodified exchange
relations within reuse models. Overcoming these tensions and contradictions by
decommodifying such relations towards cooperative and standardized cross-
organizational relations would thus correspond to a transformative scenario for
reuse economies. However, research findings and the literature also point to more
reformist resolutions that do not necessitate the removal of commodified relations

which are outlined first.

Reformist Resolutions to Tensions and Contradictions

One possible future resolution constitutes a scenario in which one reuse model
dominates the market either by having outcompeted other reuse models or being
instigated as the sole reuse provider in a geographic context. The latter is already
the case in some smaller cities (Expert 1; Expert 2; Expert 3). As such, this would
remove tensions due to market fragmentation since competition is simply absent. A
single reuse model would standardize relations and could, in theory, deliver the
scale that is required for immense profits (Expert 2). Referring to a larger
corporation that is starting to offer IT solutions for reuse, Expert 2 problematizes
such a future: “If [Corporation X] succeeds, then it is virtually the Amazon of reuse.
And yes, then it will become a huge money machine. [...] All the data alone that
will flow there.” Thus, such a reuse economy coincides with Frenken’s (2017)
platform capitalism scenario in which powerful private monopolies supply
streamlined services for reuse provisioning. It also echoes Varoufakis’ (2024)
warnings of recent political-economic developments toward the monopolization of

data and technology services in the hands of large corporations that generate
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immense profits through rentier value extraction. Potential resolutions that
overcome contradictions through the monopolization of reuse data and
infrastructure, I argue, conversely pose an inherent contradiction with the reformist
market logic. The tendency towards monopolization might turn out to be a
particularly prominent concern in reformist reuse economies with commodified
exchange relations which, as seen, are strongly bound to organizational scale (large
market shares). In line with Varoufakis’ (2024) problematization of the private
service economy, this possible scenario for reuse economies warns of an alarmingly
undemocratic political economy in which large corporations own and control the
packaging items and reuse data circulated by the people.

A second possible reformist scenario exhibits more hybrid forms of public-
private reuse provisioning. In this future, public bodies regulate market competition
to prevent the formation of monopolies and facilitate the necessary standardization
by providing shared infrastructures and coordinating the compatibility between
reuse models. This resembles Frenken’s (2017) social democratic future platform

redistribution. Expert 3 summarizes this approach as follows:

We have the following tension when introducing reusable solutions: There is only
one standardized system in a city versus many different providers of reusable
systems (different players are present and the best one prevails). Both already exist,
both are significant, and both are coming. Of course, we have a social market
economy in which the state wants to set as few guidelines as possible, but what
needs to be solved are standardized return options in the city: locations, situations,
vending machines, you name it... What is best from the customer's point of view
has to crystallize itself and be tried out. In any case, practical solutions must be
found quickly so that we can make faster progress with the use of reusable
tableware and the "inconvenient" or "complicated" return situation can no longer

be an argument for lacking participation. (Expert 3)

Though Expert 3 argues for the general feasibility of a publicly coordinated market
of reuse models, results also show that overcoming the tensions caused by market
competition and fragmentation — particularly in terms of shared infrastructures -
proved difficult in many instances (Case 1; Case 2, private reuse organizations).
And to what extent such standardization processes can actually unify the

fragmented landscape without inhibiting the differentiation and market shares
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individual private reuse models depend on remains largely unclear. Participants
from Case 8 (Public-private partnership reuse organization) also expressed the
complexity of such an undertaking and - just like research participants across all
organizational forms — underlined that more stringent regulations are needed. In
fact, most organizations view current policies and regulations as inadequate since
they shift the responsibility and costs of reuse - which cannot economically compete
with throwaway packaging - onto single organizations. Needed regulations include
significant throwaway packaging taxes and/or bans (Case 2, private reuse
organization; Case 6, NGO/non-profit reuse organization). The dependence of
reformist organizing on top-down regulation discussed in the literature thus aligns
with the research results (Hasselbalch et al., 2023; Hojnik, 2018). This implies that
markets within reformist (reuse) economies are, contrary to neoliberal doctrine,
only tenable through state intervention. It evokes Polanyi’s general argument about
how there is no such thing as a self-regulating market (Polanyi Levitt, 2013).
Instead, a market economy is fundamentally an instituted process (Polanyi,
1957/2011). Reformist organizing can thus be understood as the attempt to institute
reuse markets.

Case 8 (public-private partnership reuse organization) perhaps displays the
most emblematic case of an instituted reuse economy. This case attempts to
circumvent the tensions of standardization in an already existing fragmented market
by installing a public-private reuse infrastructure in a so-called ‘blue ocean’ which
refers to a geographic context where no market has been established yet (Case 8,
public-private partnership reuse organization). Through private-public funding, it
simulates a future in which reuse packaging can economically compete with
throwaway packaging. This is seen as a key preparation for the later introduction of
a reuse market where private reuse organizations can operate in a compatible
infrastructure (Case 8, public-private partnership reuse organization).

In a scenario in which adequate public coordination and regulation were to be
instigated, I argue that it still remains questionable if the tensions and contractions
rooted in commodified reuse exchange relations can be overcome without
transitioning into scenarios that resembles platform capitalism. This becomes a
point of contention particularly when one considers the drive toward

monopolization in other service economies (Varoufakis, 2024). But even if
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reformist efforts manage to establish stable competitive market relations with
structurally compatible reuse models, I argue that the more fundamental issue of
overview in a technologically complex society is not fully addressed. The
structurally limited social control and coordination that can be exercised by single
actors in competitive market relations can be seen as a crisis of overview (Desai &
Polanyi Levitt, 2020). Following Polanyi’s notion of “the contradiction between the
requirements of the market society for limitless expansion and the social
requirements of people to live in mutually supportive social relations” (Polanyi
Levitt, 2013, p. 103), I sketch out a possible transformative scenario for reuse

economies with increased overview that is rooted decommodification below.

Towards a Transformative Reuse Economy
Instead of market exchange relations, Polanyi advocates for political economies
based on relations of reciprocity and redistribution (Polanyi, 1944, 1957/2011).
Similarly, often drawing on Polanyi’s intellectual groundwork, scholars in
transformative traditions, such as degrowth and post-growth, call for economies
organized around reciprocity, redistribution, cooperation, and sufficiency (Banerjee
etal., 2021; Exner, 2014). As found, all forms of reuse organizations are driven by
a normative purpose showing considerable initiative for cooperation. However, it
was found that private reuse organizations are structurally limited to enter such
broader reciprocal and cooperative relations due to their commodified exchange
relations. This implies that a transformative reuse economy that is structurally
aligned with reciprocal and cooperative relations must be centered in
decommodification. Decommodification, 1 assess, dismantles the structural
constraint for cooperation and the fragmenting effect of market relations. Thus, it
can be seen as the structural resolution for increased overview that avoids
undemocratic political economies of reuse such as Frenken’s (2017) platform
capitalism. In line with this, critical scholarship underlines that “only reciprocity
allows democratic governance and participatory planning. To make it effective,
markets have to give way to cooperation” (Exner, 2014, p. 23).

More concretely, a transformative reuse economy could look like Frenken’s
(2017) scenario of platform cooperativism. Along with the decommodification of

reuse relations, this future would exhibit the collective ownership of reuse
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organizations and public democratic control over all relevant assets in reuse
including the technology, data, and infrastructure. An intermediate network

interviewed in this study shows attempts at configuring such futures:

[Intermediate network X] says ‘we will create a common good platform on which
digital twins of reuse packaging can circulate but the data does not belong to us but
to everyone. And in that way, we facilitate an infrastructure that is oriented towards

the common good’. (Expert 2)

Without private ownership over the means of standardization (e.g., technological
infrastructure and data processing), cooperative reuse organizations could scale
horizontally instead of scaling up through the increase of market shares. Reuse
models could be implemented in different local contexts such as communities or
cities in complementary ways by diffusing through “[...] replication instead of by
scaling. Particularly, with the use of open-source software, local initiatives can
benefit from platform architectures tested elsewhere [...]” (Frenken, 2017, p. 12).
It was found that this approach often already seems to be present in NGOs/non-
profit reuse organizations; particularly Case 6 (NGO/non-profit organization)
which works together with other localized reuse organizations and provides tools
for scaling by replication.

However, these transformative approaches are also hampered by lacking
regulation against throwaway packaging and would also benefit from stricter
policies (Case 6, NGO/non-profit organization). And while 1 argue that
transformative organizing is the most structurally consistent future for reuse, it must
be noted that reformist organizing does not happen in an organizational vacuum.
Private reuse organizations are shaped by the broader socio-political landscape
with lacking public support and neoliberal policies that stipulate the organizations’
reliance on commodified exchange relations. Only Case 7 (public tender reuse
organization) displays an example in which reuse organizing is facilitated in a
synergic manner with public support and increasingly stringent national
regulations. The political economy of reuse thus reaffirms Polanyi’s notion that it
is the broader institutional context that shapes economic life (Polanyi Levitt, 2013).
This aligns with Frenken (2017) who observes that the future of these economies
“[...] will depend most importantly on institutional changes still to come.

Institutions do not only regulate activities on sharing platforms, but also shape the
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future development of the socio-technical infrastructure that emerges as the sharing
economy scales up” (p. 13). With this research, I aim to draw attention to the
importance of demanding that such larger institutional changes become oriented
toward truly transformative future circular economies.

Beyond reuse, Expert 2 also outlines a transformative strategy against
throwaway packaging that, as asserted, receives little attention compared to the
more complex reuse models: namely, large-scale campaigns for the refill of self-
owned packaging.

Do you know what the problem is? Self-owned refill containers are a degrowth

topic. Because nobody will ever make money if I bring my own mug that I already

have in my cupboard [...] to Burger King to have my coffee refilled. (Expert 2)

Due to the impossibility of commodifying the practice of refilling self-owned
containers, the facilitation of refill can be seen as a complementary transformative
strategy. Case 2 (private reuse organization) also sees refill as a complementary
strategy for a future reuse economy where the packaging - particularly in the
takeaway food and drinks sector - would be organized in a hybrid model in which
people either bring their own or borrow a packaging vessel through a reuse model.
Thus, such refill strategies relate to the importance of relations organized around
sufficiency in transformative political economies (Banerjee et al., 2021). Refill
avoids packaging transactions altogether and entails an increased effort from
people. As the refill of self-organized packaging rejects the convenience of
throwaway packaging altogether I argue that it connects to economic relations that
are oriented around non-transactional sufficiency. Case 4 (NGO/non-profit
organization) displays a local example where, due to various cultural and social
factors, takeaway packaging is largely redundant since food and drink takeaway is
not a common cultural practice. This shows that the need for reuse organizing in
the first place is also rooted in broader socio-cultural factors which transformative

strategies, I assess, should also consider.
Conceptual Implications for Reformist and Transformative Organizing

Having investigated the value relations within the various forms of organizing a

reuse economy, this study proposes a theoretical intervention into the, often
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conflated, conceptual distinction between reformative and transformative
organizing. Here I specifically refer to Froese et al.'s (2023) and Khmara and
Kronenberg's (2018) work in which they argue for the inclusion of servitized
business models in the transformative paradigms of degrowth and post-growth.
While servitization could lead to reductions in energy and material use that are also
called for in degrowth scholarship, reformist organizing also contradicts the
transformative political economies degrowth advocates for (Frenken, 2017; Kallis
et al., 2018). Degrowth scholarship particularly champions economic democracy
and commons (including digital commons) (Kallis et al., 2018). In this research, it
was found that reformist forms of servitized business models display commodified
exchange relations that contradict the digital commons advocated for in degrowth.
Moreover, it was found that market relations in reformist service economies can
show strong tensions with economic democracy and overview.

Froese et al.'s (2023) and Khmara and Kronenberg's (2018) studies arguably
demonstrate that degrowth and post-growth-oriented organizing, particularly in the
context of emerging service economies, is insufficiently conceptualized from a
critical political-economic perspective. This study’s conceptual distinction between
reformist and transformative organizing - where decommodification represents the
central pillar of transformative organizing while reform refers to a reconfiguration
of the commodity form - contributes to a more critical understanding. I assess that
organizing in degrowth and post-growth should be oriented around
decommodification and non-market value relations to maintain their transformative
nature without encountering the outlined contradictions. In line with Alakavuklar
(2023), I propose that value relations aid as a structural tool to enhance normative
understandings of transformative organizing. The stricter positioning of
transformative organizing within decommodification, I suggest, could help to
counter potential cooptation attempts of transformative political-economic

paradigms such as degrowth in the future’s evolving economies.
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Conclusion

This thesis posed the question of how reuse organizations aim to change make-and-
waste economies. Make-and-waste economies are a result of systematic capitalist
commodification processes that elevate exchange value over use value. It was found
that reuse organizations aim to change make-and-waste economies by extending
the use value of packaging. This is done by creating, scaling, and standardizing new
relations that facilitate the circulation and re-utilization of items. Reuse
organizations display two main forms of non-commodified exchange relations —
deposit-based and penalty-based models - that aim to facilitate the circulation of
reuse items. In contrast to NGO/non-profit reuse organizations, private reuse
organizations also display commodified exchange relations that represent their
business case and means of survival in the dominant socio-political system. This
concluded in the structural differentiation between reformist and transformative
reuse organizing. Reformist reuse organizing aims to change make-and-waste
economies by reconfiguring (servitizing) commodity relations while transformative
reuse organizing aims to change make-and-waste economies by dismantling
commodity relations. Reformist organizing encounters structural tensions and
contradictions between the cooperation and standardization that reuse’s central use
value proposition requires and the competition and fragmentation of market
relations. In reformist future scenarios of reuse economies, these tensions and
contradictions are either resolved by corporate monopolies of reuse service
provision or attempted to be resolved through publicly instituted and coordinated
reuse markets. Transformative scenarios for reuse overcome tensions and
contradictions by configuring a cooperative, non-market organizational reuse
landscape that can scale by replication. As such, decommodification is found to sit
at the heart of transformative organizing.

This thesis advanced the critical conceptualization of reuse, a waste-preventing
strategy that is likely to attract increasing attention with growing awareness over
the shortcomings of dominant waste management and recycling approaches in the
circular economy. As such, this thesis uncovered important nuances for possible
future political economies of reuse. Further research can explore the transformative

potential of cooperative horizontal scaling by replication more thoroughly. As
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service economies are likely to play an increasingly significant role in the future’s
political economy, this thesis invites critical researchers in transformative
paradigms such as degrowth to position transformative organizing more structurally
within decommodification. After all, the structural antidote to a destructive system

that commodifies every last inch of social life must surely be decommodification.
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