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ABOUT IKEA SOCIAL 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

IKEA Social Entrepreneurship creates greater opportunities for 

people who are vulnerable and marginalised to live a better 

everyday life. It contributes to transforming IKEA into a more 

circular, entrepreneurial and sustainable business. By working 

with pioneers and pathfinders who use their businesses to make 

everyday life better for those who need it most, IKEA Social 

Entrepreneurship is committed to creating a positive impact, striving 

towards a more equal and inclusive society.

ABOUT ASHOK A 

Ashoka envisions a world where everyone can embrace their 

agency, live with dignity, have the skills to solve problems and 

create positive change for the common good. The organization 

selects leading social entrepreneurs (Ashoka Fellows) and 

accompany them along their journey – with catalytic investments, 

strategic guidance, and an unmatched peer-to-peer community. We 

learn from Fellows and create open-sourced knowledge resources 

for broader social innovation.

ABOUT CIRCLE ECONOMY  

Circle Economy Foundation is a global impact organisation with an 
international team of passionate experts based in Amsterdam. We 
empower industries, cities and nations with practical and scalable 
solutions to put the circular economy into action. Our vision is an 

economic system that ensures the planet and all people can thrive.
To avoid climate breakdown, our goal is to double global circularity 

by 2032.

BEHIND THE COVER

Abdul Momin is a photographer from Bangladesh who documents 
the culture of his homeland. He focuses on bright colours, 

mesmerising patterns, and captivating perspectives to tell the 
stories of people in his country.

ABOUT UNDP ACCELERATOR L ABS

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Accelerator 

Labs is the world’s largest and fastest learning network on wicked 

sustainable development challenges. Co-built as a joint venture with 

the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development of 

Germany and the Qatar Fund for Development, along with Partners 

at Core for UNDP, the Italian Ministry of Environment and Energy 

Security as action partner, and the Japan Cabinet, the Network covers 

114 countries, and taps into local innovations to create actionable 

intelligence and reimagine sustainable development for the 21st 

century. Over the last five years, the Accelerator Las Network has 

evolved into an open, globally distributed R&D capability for the 

Sustainable Development Goals.
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This white paper delves into the dynamic intersection 
of the circular economy and the informal economy, 
drawing insights from vibrant learning circles with 
diverse participants from over 20 countries. The 
initiative is grounded in a collaborative partnership 
between Ashoka, IKEA Social Entrepreneurship, 
and the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) Accelerator Labs Network, with support from 
Circle Economy. These learning circles were highly 
participatory, engaging over 100 representatives from 
UNDP's Accelerator Labs, IKEA co-workers, and social 
entrepreneurs from Ashoka's extensive network of over 
4,000 changemakers across 95 countries.

As part of this process, three distinct learning circles 
were organised, each focusing on different themes:

1. Perceptions and Drivers: The first circle explored 
the perception and understanding of informality, 
the relationship between circularity and 
informality, and the drivers and enablers of  
each system.

2. System Intersections: The second circle 
examined how connecting these systems can 
impact circularity and informality, identifying the 
conditions and actors necessary for  
their integration

3. Enabling Environments: The third circle  
focused on the mechanisms, enablers, gaps,  
and options required to ensure recognition, rights, 
and an enabling environment for  
informal micro and small entrepreneurs  
and workers within circular economies.

These participatory sessions aimed to grasp the 
complexity of circular and informal systems worldwide, 
bringing together diverse stakeholders to surface 
robust insights.

It is important to note that in this white paper, the 
terms ‘Global North’ and ‘Global South’ are used 
to reflect ongoing economic and structural power 
relations between and within nations and regions. The 
‘circularity-informality nexus’ refers to the intersection 
of informality and circularity and describes how 
informal economic activities interact with and support 
circular economy practices.

This white paper, developed by Circle Economy 
in collaboration with Ashoka, IKEA Social 
Entrepreneurship, and UNDP Accelerator Labs, aims to 
increase understanding of informality within the circular 
economy and highlights the critical role of partnerships 
in navigating these challenges.
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What is the circular 
economy?
The term circular economy is increasingly used to 
describe activities aimed at reducing waste, optimising 
resource use, and regenerating natural systems. 
It promotes designing products that can be easily 
repaired, repurposed, or disassembled, like modular 
smartphones, furniture made from recycled materials, 
or single-material packaging.1 Simply put, this approach 
mimics nature’s way of ‘living within our means’. By 
adopting circular strategies, we can cut down on 
material usage, lower harmful emissions, protect 
biodiversity, reduce pollution, and address social 
inequalities stemming from our current linear  
economic model.2

What role do informal 
workers play in the circular 
economy around the world?
Practitioners, researchers and other stakeholders widely 
recognise that informal workers are the driving force 
behind the circular economy in many countries. 
They live out circular economy strategies in their 
everyday jobs through second-hand reuse, repair, waste 
collection, sorting, and recycling.3 For example, in Cairo, 
the Zabbaleen community has created a complex waste 
collection and recycling system, managing about 80% of 
the city’s waste.4 Similarly, in India, numerous informal 
workers repair and refurbish electronics, extending the 
life cycle of products and reducing e-waste. 

‘Informal’ is an umbrella term used to describe 
a diverse set of activities and actors. According 
to  Women in Informal Employment: Globalising and 
Organising (WIEGO), a global network focused on 
empowering the working poor (especially women) in 
the informal economy, the informal economy refers to 
enterprises and individuals that are not regulated or 
protected by the state.5

Discussions from the learning circles highlighted 
that the informal sector is often excluded in circular 
economy discussions, revealing a major blindspot. 
Existing evidence estimates that over 60% of the 
world’s workforce and 80% of businesses operate in 
the informal sector.6 Informal employment is hard 
to measure, and estimated employment rates 
vary across regions, as illustrated in Box 1.7 Many 
informal sector workers rely on circular practices for 
their livelihoods, known as a ‘necessity-driven circular 
economy’. They are seen as either frugally innovative or 
eco-innovators but may also face marginalisation  
and exploitation.8 

B O X  1  ·   I N F O R M A L  E M P L O Y M E N T 
R A T E S  P E R  R E G I O N  6

89% in Sub-Saharan Africa

• 71% in Asia and the Pacific

• 68% in the Middle East and North Africa

• 54% in Latin America and the Caribbean

• 37% in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. 

2 · 
INFORMALITY 
AND THE 
CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY
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Informal workers are often concentrated in urban 
waste management (Box 2).9

B O X  2  ·   D I S T R I B U T I O N  O F 
I N F O R M A L  W A S T E  P I C K E R S

There are an estimated 15–20 million 
informal waste pickers worldwide 10 11. 
Examples include:

• China: 4 million informal waste pickers 12

• Brazil: Up to 800,000 informal waste 
pickers 13

• Colombia: Around 300,000 informal 
waste pickers 14

• Indonesia: Approximately 2 million 
informal waste pickers 15

• Nigeria: 1 million informal waste  
pickers 16

• South Africa: 60,000 to 90,000 informal 
waste pickers 17

• India 13 million informal waste pickers, 
with almost 80% being women in some 
cities 18

• Cairo, Egypt: Up to 70,000 informal 
waste-pickers 19

• France: 500 organized waste pickers 
through Amelior network

• Italy: 23 groups organized by Rete 
Nazionale Operatori dell-Usato – Rete 
ONU 20

 
At least 0.6–2% of the urban population in 
Global South cities are engaged in  
waste picking 21

What shapes our view of the 
role of informal workers in 
the circular economy?
The learning circles revealed that circular practices 
in the informal economy, especially in the Global 
South, are sometimes perceived negatively due to 
the challenging working conditions associated with 
them. These include long hours, low and unstable 
incomes, unfair pay, precarious jobs, exploitation, social 
marginalisation, and high health risks.22 These issues 
intersect with existing vulnerabilities of workers, such 
as high risk of poverty, lack of social protection, and lack 
of access to healthcare,23 increasing these workers’ risks 
of exclusion. Further, informal activities in the Global 
South are often linked to the transboundary movement 
of waste and second-hand goods from the Global North 
to countries that lack the capacity to recirculate, reuse 
or recycle them effectively. This issue is exacerbated by 
insufficient systems for upholding or monitoring labour 
rights practices by companies. Currently, monitoring 
often relies on voluntary reporting and fails to 
implement or enforce stricter measures for businesses 
that do not uphold worker support in their  
supply chains.24

The learning circles also highlighted that informality 
isn't just a Global South phenomenon. Research 
shows that informal employment has been increasing 
in the Global North in recent years, driven by economic 
recessions, crises, and evolving work arrangements 
like flexible and platform work.25 For example, cities 
like London have seen a rise in gig economy workers 
who depend on platform-based work for income, 
such as delivering food or doing freelance work 
online.26 Ensuring fair treatment for informal and less 
regulated workers is especially challenging in lengthy 
subcontracting chains, which can undermine the 
enforcement of collective bargaining agreements.27

Informal employment and circular practices are 
common and ‘part of the fabric of life’ in many parts 
of the world. Informal waste workers are crucial for 
circular strategies, but they are often not recognised 
as ‘relevant’ or significant stakeholders on a par with 
businesses, industries, national and local governments, 
and society in general.28 

Who are the main actors 
operating at the circularity-
informality nexus?
The learning circles highlighted the presence of 
numerous actors working at the intersection of 
circularity and informality.

• Informal workers play a vital role in circularity 
across the value chain through resourceful and 
adaptive practices.

• Social entrepreneurs play an important role in 
supporting innovation where circular and informal 
economies meet, serving as connectors, employers, 
intermediaries or providers.

• Governments are critical in setting the policy 
direction and regulatory environment to facilitate 
circular practices and recognise the contribution of 
informal workers.

• Strategic partnerships and cooperation between 
public institutions, including universities, 
research centres, industry and knowledge partners, 
are essential in disseminating innovations and 
developing a deeper understanding of circular 
economy practices as well as advocating for the 
rights and recognition of informal workers.

• Financiers play a key role in shifting from traditional 
to social and circular business models.

• Private corporations can promote wide-scale 
adoption of circular practices and leading actions 
to integrate informal workers into initiatives, 
contributing to the advancement of inclusive and 
sustainable communities and societies. 

• Consumers, increasingly environmentally 
conscious, play a key role in influencing how circular 
practices are perceived and adopted across different 
regions and economic classes. 

• Networks and accelerators can amplify grassroots 
solutions and operate as cooperatives, leading to 
new value propositions and evolving approaches to 
informal and circular economies. 

• Local communities have wisdom and Indigenous 
knowledge that can often serve as the basis or 
inspiration for frontline grassroots innovations.
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ROLES OF ACTORS IN 
INTEGRATING INFORMAL 
WORKERS INTO CIRCULAR 
VALUE CHAINS

Overall, the figure illustrates that:

• Informal workers play key roles across all stages of 
the circular value chain.

• Actors may take on different roles in driving circular 
value chains that support informal workers—from 
being enablers to intermediators to  
grassroots actors.

• Regardless of an actor's proximity to the ground, 
each plays a vital role in the system.

 
The role of social 
entrepreneurs
The roles social entrepreneurs play are varied and 
multifaceted. Compared to more commercial private 
sector actors, social entrepreneurs are often deeply 
embedded in the communities where they operate 
and serve. When workers in these communities are 
‘informal’, social entrepreneurs engage in a variety of 
activities that bridge formal, informal, and circular areas 
of the local economy. 

The roles played by social entrepreneurs include:29

• Connectors and intermediaries: social 
entrepreneurs may play a role in connecting 
informal workers with formal institutions. They 
support advocacy efforts to enhance recognition 
and access to rights for informal workers. 
Additionally, social entrepreneurs provide 
platforms for dialogue and collaboration, bridging 
communication gaps and addressing other common 
challenges. By facilitating these connections, social 
entrepreneurs help informal workers access formal 
market opportunities. 

• Employers: social entrepreneurs may establish their 
enterprises and recruit from the informal sector, 
providing livelihood opportunities, better wages, or 
safer, more stable working conditions for workers. 

• Providers: social entrepreneurs may offer benefits 
such as training, healthcare, and financial support to 
informal workers in the circular economy and their 
families, as well as affordable solutions, products or 
services to informal workers themselves. 

Figure one outlines the three layers of actors and 
their roles in facilitating the integration of informal 
workers into circular value chains, covering all stages 
from material sourcing to residual waste management. 
Together, these layers form a supportive framework 
for informal workers in circular economies.

Inner Layer: Grassroots
Grassroots actors, such as informal workers and 
local communities, drive circular value chains from 
the ground up. They directly create and implement 
innovative practices that align with circular economy 
principles. Their close connection to local contexts 
allows them to address specific challenges and 
opportunities effectively, ensuring practical and 
sustainable solutions tailored to the informal sector. 
Their on-the-ground presence allows them to adapt 
and refine circular practices in real-time, fostering 
resilience and inclusivity within local value chains.

Second Layer: Intermediators
Intermediaries, such as social enterprises, networks, 
and accelerators, act as vital bridges between 
grassroots initiatives and the wider system. They play a 
key role in scaling innovations from the local level to a 
broader context, facilitating the exchange of resources, 
knowledge, and support. By connecting diverse 
stakeholders and supporting the growth of successful 
grassroots initiatives, intermediaries help integrate 
informal workers into circular value chains more 
effectively. They ensure that local innovations gain the 
visibility and resources needed to make a significant 
impact on a larger scale, thus driving the advancement 
of circular economy practices that benefit  
informal workers.

Outer Layer: Enablers
Enablers, including governments, public institutions, 
private corporations, financiers, and consumers, 
create the overarching conditions necessary for the 
successful implementation and scaling of circular 
practices. They contribute by developing and enforcing 
policies, providing financing, sharing knowledge, 
and shaping trends that promote circular economy 
principles. Through their support, enablers facilitate 
the large-scale integration of informal workers into 
circular value chains by establishing a conducive 
environment that supports sustainable practices. 
Their efforts help build the infrastructure and systems 
needed to support and sustain circular practices, 
facilitating the broader inclusion and success of 
informal workers within these systems.

Influence bottom-up 
innovations.

Mediate between local and global 
levels to facilitate innovation.

Create enabling conditions through policy, 
financing, knowledge sharing, trend setting.ENABLERS

INTERMEDIATORS

GRASSROOTS

Transportation,  
storage & logistics

In India, 4% of all 
transportation 
is conducted by 
informal workers.

80% of global 
e-waste is recycled 
in informal settings 
(mainly China, India, 
Nigeria, Ghana, 
Philippines).

In Morocco, 85% 
of plastic waste 
management is 
conducted by 
informal workers.

Design

Consumption

Recycling

Collection

Production & 
manufacturing

Sourcing 
materials

Repair / 
Reuse

Residual 
waste
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In this section, we outline the tensions and dilemmas 
that emerged during the learning circles and examine 
the key narratives surrounding the intersection of 
circularity and informality. Acknowledging that there 
are various actors at this intersection, we shine a light 
on the unique role of social entrepreneurs in the 
overlap between informality and the circular economy, 
showcasing their impact through two case studies. 
From these discussions, four key dilemmas emerged 
outlining how circularity and informality interact 
and co-exist:

3 · 
DILEMMAS 
AT THE 
INFORMALITY-
CIRCULARITY 
INTERSECTION

 
Informal work is often stigmatised, leading to 
discrimination. Waste pickers, who play a key role in 
recycling and resource recovery efforts, are especially 
impacted by this negative societal view. Their labour 
and the value of waste materials are not often 
recognised, so waste pickers are typically seen as a 
‘social problem’.30 Workers may face health hazards, 
exploitation by scrap dealers, and harassment from 
local authorities.31 In some cases, like Abuja, Nigeria, 
they are even considered illegal despite their crucial role 
in waste management.32 This stigma can intersect with 
existing vulnerabilities and potentially worsen them. 
For example, in Pakistan, some informal recyclers face 
additional discrimination due to their refugee status.33

Stigma and recognition are closely connected. 
Much informal circular activity occurs in rural 
and Indigenous contexts that are currently not 
recognised, included or understood in mainstream 
social innovation systems. Despite holding deep 
circular knowledge, these communities are often 
overlooked. Moreover, their practices often stem from 
worldviews that differ from the dominant perspectives 
of the formal economy.  Integrating the perspectives 
of informal workers on how to scale circularity in a 
meaningful way, rather than through more seemingly 
token consultation, remains a significant challenge. 
Some participants noted that this challenge is 
particularly pronounced in consultations with  
waste pickers.

STIGMA AND 
RECOGNITION OF 
INFORMAL WORKERS

3·1   

The use of the term 'informal' poses challenges 
in efforts to recognise informal workers and the 
economic value of their activities. During the learning 
circles, a recurring theme emerged: informal workers do 
not see themselves or their circumstances through an 
'informal' lens. Additionally, labelling economic spaces 
as strictly 'informal' or 'formal' fails to acknowledge 
their deep interconnections and interdependencies. It 
was emphasised that many parts of the formal sector 
rely heavily on informal workers’ labour and that 
informal networks, often characterised by reciprocity, 
form in response to the failures of extractive formal 
institutions, including the state. 

Ultimately, the concept of formality versus 
informality is shaped by power dynamics that 
influence how economic activities are perceived 
and defined. The term 'informal' often carries a 
connotation that implies a lack of structure and 
organisation, which oversimplifies the diverse range 
of activities it encompasses. In reality, many informal 
enterprises are highly dynamic, efficient, and innovative. 
Some informal spaces may even foster collaboration, 
inclusivity, and participation more effectively than 
formal ones. However, the negative connotations 
attached to the label ‘informal’, often perpetuated 
by influential actors, can hinder recognition of their 
positive contributions, especially in circular economy 
strategies. Many participants of the learning circles 
argued that informality should be recognised as an 
integral and constitutive part of economic activity rather 
than something inherently ‘outside’.
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The multifaceted dilemma of formalisation 
highlights the need for nuance when approaching 
the intersection of informality and circularity. We 
should neither dismiss nor overly glorify ‘informality’ 
as a whole. While some informal work is hazardous 
and unstable, formalisation processes should not be 
simplified or seen as universally beneficial. Effectively 
responding to the issues faced by workers at the 
intersection of informality and circularity requires deep 
place-based knowledge and an open approach.   

Accelerating formalisation and privatisation 
processes within waste management—which often 
intersect with circular economy interventions—
could contribute to job losses for informal workers.37 
They might lose access to essential resources, becoming 
more dependent and facing unequal integration. For 
example, as the private sector develops an increasing 
interest in waste materials, informal workers may 
lose access to these materials on which their income 
depends. Even if included in private sector projects, 
they might face conditions that expose them to new 
risks and dependencies.
 
Case study 1 illustrates the challenges of formalisation 
and representation, focusing on informal waste pickers 
in the Ivory Coast and examining how social enterprises, 
such as Electronic Waste Africa, support them within 
this context.

FORMALISATION AND 
REPRESENTATION

3·2   

The topic of formalisation sparked intense debate 
during the learning circles. Some participants strongly 
argued that certain informal economic activities should 
not necessarily be adapted to fit formal systems. For 
instance, in some contexts, the services of informal 
recyclers can be more effective than formal recycling 
programmes in capturing different types of valuable 
materials, creating jobs, educating citizens about waste 
separation and fostering social inclusion.34

While recognising the positive aspects of some 
informal activities, participants also highlighted 
how formalisation could worsen conditions for 
workers in some cases, limiting their flexibility 
and independence. For example, in India's cities, 
street vendors operated informally for decades 
without permits or formal registration, choosing 
locations and hours freely. The 2014 Street Vendors 
(Protection of Livelihood and Regulation) Act aimed to 
recognise vendors systematically, promote stakeholder 
negotiations, and reduce exploitation. However, many 
vendors now face challenges like fixed, less profitable 
locations and restricted hours.35 Thus, while the aim 
has been to bring street vendors into the formal 
economy, it has inadvertently limited their flexibility and 
independence, affecting their livelihoods and  
economic opportunities.

On the other hand, formalisation can significantly 
improve access to legal and social benefits. 
Recognising informal workers through formal 
institutions is essential for securing their rights, such as 
safer working conditions, bargaining power, and access 
to essential services.36 For instance, in Brazil, the Micro-
entrepreneur Programme (MEI), launched in December 
2008, aims to formalise self-employment. One of its 
main benefits is inclusion in the National Register of 
Legal Entities (CNPJ), which streamlines tasks such as 
opening bank accounts and applying for loans.

C A S E  S T U D Y  1  ·  E L E C T R O N I C 
W A S T E  A F R I C A  ( E W A )

The Ivory Coast is a primary destination of 
electronic waste (e-waste) exports from the 
Global North. High volumes of e-waste, in 
combination with limited waste management 
infrastructure, result in hazardous e-waste 
being regularly disposed of in landfills and 
urban areas. This  contributes to a range of 
adverse environmental and health impacts, 
including exposure to toxic chemicals, which 
can also contaminate food supply and water 
ecosystems.38 Most e-waste is manually 
processed by informal workers, who 
collect, dismantle, and recover valuable 
materials from these discarded electronics, 
which are later sold in local and international 
markets, often via several aggregators and 
intermediaries.39 These workers frequently 
lack education and knowledge of safe disposal 
practices, leading to environmental and health 
issues and highlighting the broader challenge 
of e-waste management. In light of these 
environmental concerns, the government has 
been reviewing its approach to  
informal workers.  

In Abidjan, Electronic Waste Africa (EWA) is a 
social enterprise addressing challenges related 
to e-waste in three main areas: improving safe 
end-of-life management practices, advocating 
for the inclusion of workers in the e-waste 
sector, and enhancing data availability for 
better sector understanding. Operating at 
the intersection of circular economy and 
informality, EWA focuses on reframing 
e-waste as an opportunity rather than solely 
a challenge, aiming to highlight the valuable 
contributions of e-waste workers. They also 
strive for equitable distribution of value 

throughout the e-waste value chain and have 
developed the first comprehensive database of 
e-waste stakeholders.

EWA plays the social entrepreneurs roles of 
both connector and provider:

• As a connector deeply engaged with local 
communities and worker associations, EWA 
seeks to meaningfully involve workers in 
decision-making processes. In addition, it 
provides platforms for workers to voice their 
interests and seek collective solutions. EWA 
collaborates with government agencies, 
NGOs, international organisations, and 
private sector stakeholders to advocate for 
policies and practices that protect informal 
workers while promoting sustainable 
e-waste management, as highlighted by a 
participant during the learning circles. 

• EWA also acts as a provider offering training 
programmes to informal workers through 
their e-waste academy, an initiative which 
also sets up local collection points across 
the Ivory Coast to coordinate the recovery 
of e-waste before processing it in safer 
platforms.40

Overall, EWA's approach focuses on 
empowering informal e-waste workers 
through training, advocacy, and 
collaboration. This will increase their social 
standing and professional recognition 
within the e-waste recycling sector and 
support their integration into the formal 
waste management systems. By working 
with grassroots organisations and local 
communities, EWA strengthens community ties 
and empowers workers to advocate for their 
own rights and recognition.
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C A S E  S T U D Y  2  ·   REDE ASTA

In Brazil, many women engage in artisanal activities 
across various sectors, such as crafts, handmade 
goods, textiles, and jewellery. These activities are 
often ‘informal’ and small-scale, taking place 
in local markets and networks rather than 
‘formal’ retail outlets. They are often circular, 
emphasising the reuse and upcycling of materials 
in creative ways. However, traditional artisanal 
skills are at risk of disappearing due to factors such 
as inadequate formal training, generational shifts, 
and economic pressures. Additionally, artisans 
often face challenges accessing formal markets 
and distribution channels, which hinders their 
ability to expand their customer base and maintain 
sustainable incomes.

Rede Asta, a social enterprise based in Rio de 
Janeiro, supports 52 artisan groups in Brazil, made 
up of 700 women,41 to preserve and promote 
artisanal activities and skills. Rede Asta acts 
as an intermediary, connecting artisans to 
broader markets through its showrooms and 
online business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-
to-business (B2B) platforms, selling their products 
under the unified brand ‘Asta’.42 They partner with 
organisations to gather scraps and up-cyclable 
waste, enabling artisans to expand their reach 

beyond local markets and increase their visibility to 
potential customers, nationally and internationally. 

Their approach is anchored in building reliance 
among artisans. Early on, Rede Asta’s leadership 
noticed some artisans becoming dependent 
exclusively on their sales channels, leading to 
a recognition of the need to diversify artisans’ 
income streams by connecting them directly to 
different buyers.43 

Rede Asta also acts as a provider, offering 
business training, workshops, and mentoring to 
artisans to develop skills in business management, 
marketing, product development, and pricing 
strategies, enabling them to operate in competitive 
markets. The work of these artisans embodies 
key aspects of circularity, as well as contributing 
to local sustainable economies. Rede Asta bridges 
the gap between ‘informal’' circular work and 
the broader, more visible circular economy. By 
promoting greater recognition of artisans’ 
knowledge through their upcycling research 
lab, they validate the importance of artisanal 
skills within circular initiatives. This grassroots 
network-building activity exemplifies how the 
informal, circular and formal sectors can interact in 
ways that are non-extractive and inclusive.

From the perspective of informal workers, both the 
concepts of circularity and informality are largely irrel-
evant. The activities, processes and people labelled as 
‘informal’ are typically named so by outsiders; for these 
workers, ‘it’s just life and livelihoods’. Similarly, the cir-
cular economy in informal spaces is ‘just a new term for 
a pre-existing reality’; practices such as repair and sec-
ond-hand consumption are not novel but are a part of 
life in contexts where hyper-consumptive and extractive 
lifestyles have not been normalised. 

CIRCULARITY AND 
INFORMALITY: ARE 
THEY RELEVANT? 

3·4   

From the learning circles, it emerged that there are 
effectively 'two circular economies’ operating in parallel: 
‘grassroots circularity' and ‘top-down circularity’. 
‘Grassroots circularity’ tends to be local, tangible, and 
nature-based, often driven by workers in the informal 
sectors of the Global South. It is also associated with 
concepts such as solidarity, sufficiency, and scaling 
down, which are crucial for tackling current social and 
sustainability issues. This form of circularity builds 
community solidarity through mutual support and 
equitable distribution of benefits, focuses on sufficiency 
by managing resources sustainably, and scales down 
to smaller, localised initiatives that adapt to specific 
community needs. This approach often draws on 
knowledge from informal settings and highlights the 
need to recognise the interconnectedness of the 
economy and society, requiring holistic re-learning 
alongside technical innovation. 

In contrast, ‘top-down circularity’ is technology-driven 
and abstract, primarily defined by institutions in the 
Global North. While grassroots circularity is viewed as 
a lived reality or way of life,  top-down (or dominant) 
circularity is shaped by theoretical frameworks and 
‘expert’ perspectives.  
 
Case study 2 explores how informal women artisans in 
Brazil contribute to local, sustainable practices and how 
the social enterprise Rede Asta supports and connects 
them to broader markets with technological tools, 
thereby empowering grassroots circularity initiatives.

‘TWO CIRCULARITIES’: 
TOP-DOWN VERSUS 
GRASSROOTS

3·3   
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This white paper examines the intersection between 
circularity and informality to increase understanding 
of informality within the circular economy and foster 
dialogue among actors on empowering informal 
workers and their collaborators to advance the circular 
economy. Learning from different perspectives and 
experiences is essential for fostering mutual respect, 
promoting collaboration, and uncovering aspects of 
the system that might otherwise be overlooked. This 
broader perspective helps identify interconnected 
challenges and opportunities within complex systems, 
and a holistic understanding of these complexities is 
crucial for effectively addressing and achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

After exploring the challenges and dilemmas around 
this nexus, the key findings can be summarised  
as follows: 

• The label of ‘informality’ is often an external 
categorisation. However, for informal workers, these 
activities simply represent their way of life and 
means of livelihood.

• The stigma surrounding informal labour presents a 
major obstacle to acknowledging and understanding 
the substantial economic and circular contributions 
of informal workers. It is important to respect the 
significance and identity of these workers, moving 
beyond negative connotations that don't fully reflect 
their reality.

• The knowledge necessary to embrace circularity 
at the local and global levels exists within informal 
settings, yet this is frequently overshadowed 
by dominant views shaped by technology and 
theoretical frameworks. 

• The complex issue of formalisation highlights the 
need for a nuanced approach when addressing 
the intersection of informality and circularity. 
Formalisation processes can be empowering, but 
they can also worsen issues for workers’ when not 
approached in ways that safeguard their livelihoods 
and rights. Therefore, there is an urgent need for 
nuanced and context-specific approaches when 
considering the ‘formalisation’ or integration of the 
informal sector. 

As we move forward, informality and circularity 
should be driven by urgency, from addressing 
unmet needs and livelihoods to resource scarcity 
and the climate crisis. Numerous actors work at the 
crossroads of circularity and informality, playing a critical 
role in bringing these two systems together. These 
include social entrepreneurs, government stakeholders, 
public institutions, the private sector, financiers, 
consumers/citizens, local communities, networks, and, 
most crucially, informal workers themselves. Social 
entrepreneurs are closely tied to the communities they 
serve, bridging gaps between the formal and informal 
sectors by including informal workers in decision-
making, facilitating material exchange, and promoting 
recognition of their work.

4 ·  
KEY FINDINGS AND 
WAYS FORWARD  

As attention grows for the role of informal workers in 
the circular economy,  more questions than answers 
may arise. Understanding the realities of how the 
informal sector operates, and the workers and actors 
within it, is vital for considering alternative ways of 
organising economies and societies to be more socially 
and environmentally just. 

• Stakeholders promoting understanding and 
measures related to the role of informal workers 
in the circular economy may wish to explore the 
following questions: 

• Instead of prescribing ‘formalisation’ in a given 
context, how can we better understand specific 
vulnerabilities faced by a given group of workers in a 
given socio-cultural, political, or economic context?  
How can we move from abstract, universalising 
solutions to context-specific ones? 

• Workers do not typically identify themselves as 
'informal'. To truly recognise informal workers, it's 
essential to acknowledge them in ways that reflect 
their own identities. How can we ensure recognition 
aligns with and respects workers' self-perceptions? 

• How can we recognise informal workers' valuable 
knowledge of circular practices without further 
excluding the most marginalised? Similarly, how can 
waste materials enter formal circular economies 
without exploiting the livelihoods of these workers?

• Without a deep contextual understanding of 
the local situations where workers operate and 
attention to the power dynamics within them, 
interventions in informal economies pose significant 
risks. How can private sector actors scaling circular 
strategies be better supported to understand the 
vulnerabilities and risk factors related to informality 
across their global value chains?  

• What partnerships and coalitions help to build 
informality-circularity synergies in a given context? 
How can social entrepreneurs play a role in 
promoting more socially inclusive circular societies? 

19Circularity & Informality    ·  Redef ining narratives18



REFERENCES

1. Tyler Packaging. (2022). What is mono material 
packaging? Retrieved from: Tyler Packaging website 

2. Circle Economy. (n.d.).What is the circular economy? 
Retrieved from: Circle Economy website 

3. Pandey, P., & Singh, R. K. (2023). E-waste Management 
Practices in India: Challenges and Approaches. Microbial 
Technology for Sustainable E-waste Management, 63-74. 
Retrieved from: SpringerLink website 

4. JSTOR Daily. (2022). Cairo’s Zabbaleen and Secret Life of 
Trash. Retrieved from: JSTOR Daily website 

5. As defined by WIEGO, see: WIEGO website. The ILO’s 
definition of the informal economy excludes illicit 
activities. See ILO Report:  ILO. (2018), Informality and 
non-standard forms of employment, International Labour 
Organization, Geneva. Retrieved from: ILO website 

6. Dewick, P., de Mello, A. M., Sarkis, J., & Donkor, F. K. 
(2022). The puzzle of the informal economy and the 
circular economy. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 
187, 106602. Retrieved from: Elsevier website 

7. Bonnet, F., Vanek, J., & Chen, M. (2019). Women and men 
in the informal economy: A statistical brief. International 
Labour Office, Geneva, 20. Retrieved from: WIEGO website 

8. Kojola, E., Agyeman, J. (2021). Just Transitions and 
Labor. In: Schaefer Caniglia, B., Jorgenson, A., Malin, 
S.A., Peek, L., Pellow, D.N., Huang, X. (eds) Handbook of 
Environmental Sociology. Handbooks of Sociology and 
Social Research. Springer, Cham. Retrieved from: https://
doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-77712-8_7 

9. International Labour Organization (ILO). (2018). Women 
and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Picture (pp. 
1-156, Rep.). Geneva: ILO. Retrieved from: ILO Website

10. International Labour Organization (ILO). (2018). Women 
and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Picture (pp. 
1-156, Rep.). Geneva: ILO. Retrieved from: ILO Website

11. WIEGO. (2019). Counting the world’s informal workers: A 
global snapshot. Retrieved from: WIEGO Website

12. Chen F, Luo Z, Yang Y, Liu G-J and Ma J. (2018). Enhancing 
municipal solid waste recycling through reorganizing 
waste pickers: A case study in Nanjing, China. Waste 
Management & Research 36(9), 767–778. doi.org: 
10.1177/0734242X18766216.

13. Dagnino, R.S. and Johansen, I.C. (2017). Os catadores no 
Brasil: Características demográficas e socioeconômicas dos 
coletores de material reciclável, classificadores de resíduos e 
varredores a partir do censo demográfico de 2010. Mercado 
de Trabalho 62, 115–125.

14. Marello, M and Helwege, A. (2014). Solid Waste 
Management and Social Inclusion of Waste Pickers: 
Opportunities and Challenges. Boston University 7, 1-23.

15. Globalrec (n.d.) Global Alliance of Waste Pickers. 
Retrieved from: Globalrec Website

16. Mbah, P.O., Ezeibe, C.C., Ezirim, G.E., Onyish,i C.J. 
& Nzeadibe, T.C. (2019) Value reclamation from 
informal municipal solid waste management: Green 
neoliberalism and inclusive development in Lagos, 
Nigeria. Local Environment 24(10), 949–967. doi: 
10.1080/13549839.2019.1663801.

17. Schenck, C.J., Blaauw, P.F., Viljoen, J.M. and Swart, 
E.C.(2019). Exploring the potential health risks 
faced by waste pickers on landfills in South Africa: A 
socioecological perspective. International Journal of 
Environmental Research and Public Health 16(11), 2059. doi: 
10.3390/ijerph16112059.

18. Kasinja, C. & Tilley, E. (2018). Formalization of informal 
waste pickers’ cooperatives in Blantyre, Malawi: A 
feasibility assessment. Sustainability 10(4), 1149. 
doi:10.3390/su10041149.

19. Ramusch, R. & Lange, U. (2013). Role and size of informal 
sector in waste management – A review. Waste and 
Resource Management 166(WR2), 69–83. doi:10.1680/
warm.12.00012.

20. Globalrec (n.d.) Global Alliance of Waste Pickers. 
Retrieved from: Globalrec Website

21. Gunsilius, E., Chaturvedi, B. & Scheinberg, A. (2011). 
The Economics of Informal Sector in Solid Waste 
Management. CWG/GIZ. Retrieved from: GIZ Website

22. Aparcana, S. (2017). Approaches to formalization of 
the informal waste sector into municipal solid waste 
management systems in low-and middle-income 
countries: Review of barriers and success factors. Waste 
management, 61, 593-607. Retrieved from: Elsevier 
website

23. OECD/ILO. (2019). Tackling Vulnerability in the Informal 
Economy, Development Centre Studies (pp.1-168, Rep.). 
OECD: Publishing, Paris, doi:10.1787/939b7bcd-en.

24. Sitra. (2021). How does the circular economy change jobs 
in Europe? Upskilling and reskilling for a just transition. 
Sitra. Working Paper. Retrieved from: Sitra website 

25. Horn, Z. (2010). No Cushion to Fall Back On: Global 
Recession and Informally Employed Women in the Global 
South. Women’s Policy Journal of Harvard, 7. Retrieved 
from: WIEGO website 

26. London in Business. (2024) The gig economy and flexible 
working in London. Retrieved July 8, 2024, from London 
in Business website

27. European Commission, ECORYS, HIVA-KU Leuven, Spark 
Legal and Policy Consulting & WMP Consulting (2024). 
Study supporting the Monitoring of the Posting of 
Workers Directive 2018/957/EU and of the Enforcement 
Directive 2014/67/EU. Retrieved from European 
Commission Website

28. Halog, A., & Anieke, S. (2021). A review of circular 
economy studies in developed countries and its 
potential adoption in developing countries. Circular 
Economy and Sustainability, 1(1), 209-230. Retrieved from: 
Researchgate website 

29. TechnoServe, IKEA Social Entrepreneurship, & Global 
Alliance for Social Entrepreneurship. (2023). Inclusive 
loops: The crucial role of social enterprises in the circular 
economy. Retrieved from: TechnoServe website. 

30. Climent, V., & Bulla, J. P. (2018). An analysis of informal 
work: The case of Sub Saharan scrap metal waste pickers 
in the city of Barcelona. Intangible capital/Intangible 
Capital, 14(4), 536. Retrieved from: Intangible Capital 
Website. 

31. Zisopoulos, F. K., Steuer, B., Abussafy, R., Toboso-
Chavero, S., Liu, Z., Tong, X., & Schraven, D. (2023). 
Informal recyclers as stakeholders in a circular economy. 
Journal of Cleaner Production, 415, 137894. Retrieved 
from: Elsevier. 

32. Ogwueleka, T. C., & P, N. B. (2021). Activities of informal 
recycling sector in North-Central, Nigeria. Energy Nexus, 
1. Retrieved from: Elsevier. 

33.  Yousafzai, M. T., Nawaz, M., Xin, C., Tsai, S., & Lee, C. 
(2020). Sustainability of waste picker sustainopreneurs 
in Pakistan’s informal solid waste management system 
for cleaner production. Journal of Cleaner Production, 267. 
Retrieved from: Elsevier. 

34. Zisopoulos, F. K., Steuer, B., Abussafy, R., Toboso-
Chavero, S., Liu, Z., Tong, X., & Schraven, D. (2023). 
Informal recyclers as stakeholders in a circular economy. 
Journal of Cleaner Production, 415, 137894. Retrieved 
from: Elsevier. 

35. Association for Asian Studies (AAS). (2019) The ease of 
doing business on the streets of India. Retrieved July 8, 
2024, from Asian Studies website

36. Morais, J., Corder, G., Golev, A., Lawson, L., & Ali, S. 
(2022). Global review of human waste-picking and 
its contribution to poverty alleviation and a circular 
economy. Environmental Research Letters, 17(6).  Retrieved 
from: IOP. 

37. Zisopoulos, F. K., Steuer, B., Abussafy, R., Toboso-
Chavero, S., Liu, Z., Tong, X., & Schraven, D. (2023). 
Informal recyclers as stakeholders in a circular economy. 
Journal of Cleaner Production, 415, 137894. Retrieved 
from: Elsevier. 

38. Gupta, V. (2015). Role of information technology 
in transforming circular economy: A case of metal 
recycling. Resources, Conservation & Recycling, 104, 230-
240. Retrieved from: Science Direct website

39. Lamah, L., Degny, B. F., Yable, D. D., & Haba, C. T. (2024). 
Critical analysis of Waste Electrical and Electronic 
Equipment (WEEE) management in Côte d’Ivoire: 
Challenges and prospects. J. Mater. Environ. Sci., 15 
(3), 427, 440. Retrieved from; Journal of material and 
environmental sciences website

40. Electronic Wastes Africa (E.W.A). (n.d.). Bienvenue à 
E.W.A. Retrieved from: EWA website 

41. Rede Asta. (n.d.). Retrieved from: Rede Asta website

42. Brazil Foundation. (2015). Rede Asta. Retrieved from: 
Brazil Foundation Website  

43. Lannes, M.E. (2019). Handmade in Brazil: Rede Asta’s 
transformation of artisans into entrepreneurs. Pioneers 
Post. Retrieved from: Pioneer post website

21Circularity & Informality    ·  Redef ining narratives20

https://www.tylerpackaging.co.uk/what-is-mono-material-packaging/#:~:text=What%20is%20a%20mono%20material,split%20or%20separate%20various%20materials
https://www.circle-economy.com/circular-economy/what-is-the-circular-economy
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-25678-3_3
https://daily.jstor.org/cairos-zabbaleen-and-secret-life-of-trash/
https://www.wiego.org/informal-economy
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---inst/documents/publication/wcms_646040.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921344922004360
https://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/migrated/publications/files/Women%20and%20Men%20in%20the%20Informal%20Economy%20-%20A%20Statistical%20Brief%20-%20for%20web.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-77712-8_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-77712-8_7
https://www.ilo.org/publications/women-and-men-informal-economy-statistical-picture-third-edition
https://www.ilo.org/publications/women-and-men-informal-economy-statistical-picture-third-edition
https://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/resources/files/WIEGO-Global-Statistics-Snapshot-Pamphlet-English-2019.pdf
http://www.globalrec.org/
http://www.globalrec.org/
https://www.giz.de/en/downloads/giz2011-cwg-booklet-economicaspects.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0956053X1630767X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0956053X1630767X
https://www.sitra.fi/app/uploads/2021/03/sitra-how-does-the-circular-economy-change-jobs-in-europe-v2.pdf
https://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/publications/files/Horn_GEC_Study_2009.pdf
https://www.londoninbusiness.com/the-gig-economy-and-flexible-working-in-london/
https://www.londoninbusiness.com/the-gig-economy-and-flexible-working-in-london/
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d06f8af4-02bd-11ef-a251-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d06f8af4-02bd-11ef-a251-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sandra-Anieke/publication/349959897_A_Review_of_Circular_Economy_Studies_in_Developed_Countries_and_Its_Potential_Adoption_in_Developing_Countries/links/6049f085a6fdcc4d3e5618ff/A-Review-of-Circular-Economy-Studies-in-Developed-Countries-and-Its-Potential-Adoption-in-Developing-Countries.pdf
https://www.technoserve.org/resources/inclusive-loops-the-crucial-role-of-social-enterprises-in-the-circular-economy/
https://www.intangiblecapital.org/index.php/ic/article/view/1335
https://www.intangiblecapital.org/index.php/ic/article/view/1335
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2023.137894
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nexus.2021.100003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.121913.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2023.137894
https://www.asianstudies.org/publications/eaa/archives/the-ease-of-doing-business-on-the-streets-of-india/
https://www.asianstudies.org/publications/eaa/archives/the-ease-of-doing-business-on-the-streets-of-india/
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ac6b49.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2023.137894
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2015.09.009
https://www.jmaterenvironsci.com/Document/vol15/vol15_N3/JMES-2024-150328-Lamah.pdf
https://www.jmaterenvironsci.com/Document/vol15/vol15_N3/JMES-2024-150328-Lamah.pdf
https://ewasas.com/en/
https://www.redeasta.com.br/
https://brazilfoundation.org/en/project/rede-asta/
https://www.pioneerspost.com/news-views/20190926/handmade-brazil-rede-astas-transformation-of-artisans-entrepreneurs


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This white paper is based on the insights from 
a series of learning circles, organised through a 
collaborative partnership between Ashoka, IKEA Social 
Entrepreneurship, and the UNDP Accelerator Labs. 
Circle Economy supported this effort by codifying and 
documenting the findings.

CORE PARTNERS TEAM
Stella Printezi (Ashoka)
Akash Bhalerao (Ashoka)
Luisa Monse (UNDP)
Bas Leurs (UNDP)
Kim Humby (IKEA Social Entrepreneurship)
Kristina Molund (IKEA Social Entrepreneurship)
Jens Andersson (IKEA Social Entrepreneurship)
Stefannia Russo (IKEA Social Entrepreneurship)
 
SUPPORT AND CONTRIBUTIONS
Circle Economy Team, led by Apoorva Valli Shankar, 
with key contributions from Saoirse Walsch, Jana-Chin 
Rué Glutting, Esther Goodwin Brown, Mayya Saliba, and 
Sonja Kuijt
 
ADDITIONAL SUPPORT
Editorial: Megan Murdie (Circle Economy)
Design & Layout: Isabel Lara Vega, Nicolas Raspail, 
Alexandru Grigoras (Circle Economy)

SPECIAL THANKS
To all participants in the learning circles, including 
members of the UNDP Accelerator Labs, IKEA co-
workers, Ashoka Fellows, and Dela programme
Thought Partners. Your insights and contributions have 
been invaluable to this initiative.

Version 1.0 (October 2024)
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License

22


