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Foreword 

This report summarises the most important lessons learned from the research project From 

waste management to waste prevention. In the research project, researchers from Lund 

University and the University of Gothenburg, but also Umeå University and the Royal 

Institute of Technology, have studied waste prevention.

The aim of the project has been to identify 

and clarify the difficulties in realising the goals 

of waste prevention policy. Researchers have 

approached the project’s purpose through 

content analysis of waste plans, quantitative 

and qualitative studies of waste prevention ini-

tiatives, criticism of urban planning theory, and 

the mapping of obstacles to waste prevention.

The project has been conducted in close coo-

peration with municipalities, municipal waste 

companies, authorities, social movements 

and companies. It has been financed by the 

Research Council Formas (Ref. no. 259-2013-

210).

There are sources referenced in the text and 

presented in the reference list at the end of 

the report for those would like to know more. 

It is also possible to contact the respective 

researcher. Under Internal references you can 

find the scientific articles, conference contri-

butions, seminars, essays, reports, polemical 

articles, and new research projects that have 

resulted from this research project. On the 

project’s website www.ism.lu.se/mtp, the 

project is described in detail, for example, the 

workshops that have been organised within the 

framework of the project.
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Waste prevention – a prioritised goal within 
waste policy

Today’s intensive consumption is creating large 

volumes of waste. Only a small proportion 

of all waste produced in Sweden comprises 

household waste (4.2 million tonnes). The 

waste from businesses (24 million tonnes) 

within the construction sector, manufacturing 

industry, service sector and forestry and agricul-

ture combined is several times more. If waste 

produced from mining is added (139 million 

tonnes), more than 160 million tonnes of waste 

is produced per year in Sweden – that equals 

16 tonnes per person and year. Waste and its 

management accounts for significant resource 

consumption and environmental impact.

Since the 1990s, politicians have attempted to 

promote waste prevention, or waste reduction. 

In the European Waste Framework Directive, 

waste prevention is defined as measures taken 

before a substance, material or product has 

become waste, that reduce: (a) the quantity 

of waste; (b) the adverse impacts of the gene-

rated waste on the environment and human 

health; or (c) the content of harmful substances 

in materials and products. Prevention is seen 

by the responsible authorities at both the EU 

and national level as the most effective way 

to reduce the significant environmental impact 

entailed by the production and management 

of waste.

Prevention is therefore the highest step within 

the waste hierarchy (Figure 1): the model that 

governs waste management in the European 

Union’s Member States. According to this 

model, the member countries shall primarily 

prevent the occurrence of waste. If a product 

has become waste, it shall, using the most pre-

ferred method first: be re-used, possibly after 

repairs; be recycled through conversion to raw 

materials; be subjected to energy extraction 

through incineration; or lastly, be disposed 

of if no other alternative is possible. Energy 

extraction is the most common method of trea-

ting household waste in Sweden, followed by 

material recycling. However, if commercial and 

mining waste are included, disposal is then the 

most common way to manage waste.

Further reading: European Parliament and 

Council of the European Union (2008/98/EC); 

Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 

(2015); Hultman and Corvellec (2012); Zapata 

Campos, Eriksson-Zetterquist and Zapata (2014)

Figure 1: The waste hierarchy, the model that 
governs Swedish and European waste manage-
ment. Illustration: Nils Johansson
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Project results and lessons learned

This report is built around seven lessons learned from the research project and a closing 

discussion that we hope shall form the foundation for further discussion surrounding 

waste prevention.

1. Waste prevention happens through interconnected actions

2. Activists lead the way to waste prevention

3. It is difficult to disseminate and scale up waste prevention initiatives

4. Structural rigidity complicates waste prevention

5. Waste prevention policy is unclear

6. Waste prevention takes place through distance work

7. Waste prevention is not about waste
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1. Waste prevention happens through 
interconnected actions 

Waste prevention is growing through various actors becoming involved in waste preven-

tion initiatives within the areas of information, production, distribution, consumption 

and waste management. What these initiatives have in common is that they comprise 

actions that succeed in interconnecting both new and old actors in innovative forms of 

cooperation.

Many actors have become engaged in dif-

ferent initiatives with the aim of reducing 

the volume of waste in society. In 2012, the 

Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 

formulated a national plan for waste preven-

tion. Waste companies have attempted to 

influence households through information 

campaigns such as SYSAV’s Köp inte skräp! 

[Don’t buy trash!]. Some municipal pioneers 

such as Hässleholm, Gävle and Gothenburg 

began working systematically at an early stage 

to reduce the volume of waste within their 

own organisation, for example, in schools or 

elderly homes. The trade organisation Swe-

dish Waste Management Association coined 

the term Miljönär (Swedish combination of 

the words for environment and millionaire) in 

order to disseminate concrete tips via a web-

site on how waste can be prevented. Social 

movements are arranging bicycle kitchens to 

extend the life of products, and different kinds 

of alternative libraries are offering items such as 

clothes and tools in order to increase sharing. 

Many consumers have put up “No advertising 

thanks” signs on their letterbox. Additionally, 

the business sector is highlighting the fact that 

they are working with waste prevention. For 

example, apparel retailer H&M have installed 

collection boxes for used clothes and textiles in 

their stores in order to close the material flow 

according to the principles of circular economy.

What these initiatives have in common is that 

they all demand a change in behaviour: that 

people behave in a new manner, or rather, do 

what they always have done, but differently. 

For example, returning clothes to a store or 

borrowing clothes from a clothing library ins-

tead of buying new items, throwing them away 

and buying new again. This behaviour in turn is 

based on innovative actions that are intercon-

nected and creates new networks of actors.

One example could be a person that puts up 

“No advertising thanks” signs on their letter-

box, common practice in reducing the volume 

of direct advertising. The action of putting up 

such a sign connects the industry organisation 

for direct advertising to mail and advertising 

distribution companies and households. “No 

advertising thanks” signs are based on an agre-

ement in which the distributor abstains from 

distributing the advertising, which perpetually 

interconnects the various actions: making an 

agreement, informing distribution employees, 

putting up a sign, and not distributing the 

advertising. None of these actions are by them-

selves waste prevention, but when connected 

together, a waste prevention effect occurs; in 
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other words the volume of waste and/or its 

environmental impact is reduced.

Waste prevention’s potential lies its ability to 

innovatively interconnect actions and thereby 

create cooperation.

Further reading: Corvellec (2016a); Corvellec 

and Stål (2017); Corvellec and Czarniawska 

(2015); Zapata and Zapata Campos (2015, 

2018); Zapata Campos and Zapata (2017)

2. Activists lead the way to waste prevention

Many innovative activities regarding waste prevention take place at a grassroots level, in 

citizen-driven non-profit projects. Thereafter, they are often picked up by other societal 

actors such as companies and municipalities.

Many waste prevention initiatives are created 

from below at a grassroots level, unlike tradi-

tional waste management with major technical 

waste systems that are initiated from the top 

by authorities or companies. Examples of such 

initiatives are bicycle kitchens, where residents 

can receive help with learning how to repair 

their bicycles; food banks that use leftover food 

to serve free lunches and snacks for students, 

swap markets or free shops as places to share 

used books, toys and furniture.

Many solutions for waste prevention are there-

fore found in social movements, where perhaps 

we would not usually search for innovative 

waste solutions. The reason why so many ini-

tiatives are driven by social movements is that 

established societal actors such as authorities 

and companies are included in existing waste 

systems and consumption patterns, whereas 

the social movements can more easily deviate 

from the conventional and question the pat-

terns of material wealth and consumption that 

are taken for granted.

The aim of these citizen-driven initiatives is 

to create social change, beyond serving free 

lunches or fixing bikes, to actually transform 

social norms and create considerate, sharing, 

and thoughtful consumption that considers 

the earth’s limited resources. Many of these 

initiatives have not only converted waste into 

valuable resources, but have also created what 

Elinor Ostrom called “commons”. Free shops 

as well as clothing libraries are usually open 

to all and are not limited by the customer’s 

purchasing power. In these contexts, waste 

becomes a free resource that admittedly may 

require some work in the exchange but which is 

thereby managed jointly. Through reusing and 

sharing, new purchases can be avoided and 

resources spared.

These initiatives have grown alongside both 

the market and the public sector. The initiatives 

have been made possible through people con-

necting what is leftover with what somebody 

else needs and, often through volunteer work, 

creating acceptance of their activities among 

authorities and other institutions. In addition, 

the most successful initiatives have been trans-

parent and appealing to the people who have 

participated. Sometimes the participation has 
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been with the explicit aim from the person to 

prevent waste, however, sometimes they have 

needed a bicycle, wanted to learn how to repair 

something, or in order to show their children 

how to share their toys with others while also 

saving a bit of money. But regardless of the 

purpose, all involved have prevented waste.

The ability of the social movements to offer 

practical and functional solutions has, together 

with their transparency, enticed companies 

and public organisations to attempt to scale 

up the movements’ ideas and solutions. For 

example, free shops and swap markets have 

been used as a model when housing compa-

nies have created recycling rooms, while at the 

same time dumpster-diving has contributed 

to large food groups opening their eyes to 

the huge food waste and therefore creating 

food banks in order to pass on the surplus to 

socially vulnerable groups. However, in many 

cases the initiatives have been picked up and 

implemented in the market. It may be noted 

that this occurs without greater reflection over 

how such solutions question the relationship 

between consumers and producers or the 

“wear, tear and throw away” society.

What this means may be interpreted in many 

ways, one being that waste prevention is 

being increasingly normalised and becoming 

something that is not questioned. In simple 

terms, companies and municipalities learn 

from and take after social movements through 

imitation.

Further reading: (Ek, 2015); (Ostrom, 1990); 

(Zapata Campos & Zapata, 2016); (Zapata 

Campos & Zapata, 2017)

3. It is difficult to disseminate and scale up 
waste prevention initiatives

Waste prevention initiatives are often difficult to make commercially sustainable on 

a large scale, permanent, and geographically dispersed to other cities, regionally or 

nationally – even if there are successful examples. Reasons for this could be that they 

are initiated with the help of external financing, because of various local conditions, or 

that they are based on the voluntary involvement of committed citizens. In addition, 

the initiatives focus primarily on the fact that it is the individual who shall change their 

behaviour – rather than the organisations being the ones to change.

Up-scaling, increased distribution and the 

awareness of successful waste prevention 

initiatives are always attractive to political 

decision-makers as this can be imagined to 

lead to greater volumes of waste being pre-

vented. Unfortunately, solutions, initiatives and 

concepts cannot be simply translated from one 

place to another. An initiative’s practices and 

solutions will be modified and adapted to 

local conditions and actor interests. Initiatives 
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4. Structural rigidity complicates waste 
prevention

There are several lock-in factors, here referred to as obstacles, in the prevailing waste sys-
tem for commercial waste. These include a conventional business logic, habits, mindsets, 
laws, regulations and elements in the infrastructure that can complicate the work with 
preventing commercial waste.

such as bicycle kitchens and car pools are, 

for example, relevant in conurbations where 

transport routes are short, but they are not an 

obvious fit for rural conditions.

Another difficulty with spreading waste preven-

tion initiatives is that they are generally run by 

committed and passionate people. This appears 

to be chiefly true for citizen-driven alternatives, 

however, waste prevention initiatives within 

municipal operations and the business sector 

are also often run by committed and passionate 

people. This makes the initiatives vulnerable 

because if the person quits or if their life situa-

tion changes, the entire operation is at risk. 

Since waste prevention initiatives are often 

dependent on the individual’s commitment, 

they may therefore be at risk of having a limited 

lifespan.

Previous attempts also show that it is difficult to 

scale up small-scale waste prevention initiatives 

into commercial business operations, thereby 

reaching other and larger groups within society. 

Many of the initiatives function thanks to 

peoples’ unpaid labour combined with lower 

demands for a return, or they are financed by 

municipalities and the business sector through 

project support. The transition to a large-scale 

operation and business-related financial requi-

rements are therefore difficult. A complicating 

circumstance is that a new bicycle or fresh food 

is inexpensive compared with the costs of repai-

ring, handling and processing items intended 

to be discarded.

Waste prevention initiatives generally target 

individuals. It is you as a consumer who is to 

alter the way you act by borrowing clothes, 

car-sharing, increasing the reuse of second-

hand goods, and putting up “No advertising 

thanks” signs. Despite many of the initiatives 

indirectly influencing the industry and the state 

with requirements for new business models 

and infrastructure, significant responsibility 

is placed on the individual. This in turn leads 

to the initiatives being driven in respect of 

the latter part of a product’s life cycle in the 

form of changes in consumption and waste 

management, rather than company design 

and production processes, where much of 

the potential for waste prevention resides. A 

product that is designed and produced with a 

waste minimisation perspective simply involves 

less waste than others.

Further reading: Corvellec (2016b); Corvellec 

(2016c); Zapata Campos and Zapata (2017); 

Zapata Campos and Zapata (online first)
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The difficulties in preventing waste from occur-

ring within industry are due to a great extent to 

the fact that today’s waste market and waste 

system have been built up according to busi-

ness logic based on the idea that waste is a 

resource with economic value, for example, as 

an energy source or saleable recycled material. 

In the conventional business logic that prevails 

within the waste industry, there is a lack of clear 

financial incentives for waste organisations – 

both municipal and private actors – to work 

towards reducing the volume of waste. Today’s 

business models, agreements, and market for 

waste favour the management of existing 

waste rather than preventing its production. 

Of course, this means that the more waste 

that is handled, the greater the turnover for 

those who are paid for handling it, which runs 

contrary to waste prevention’s basic concept.

In the prevailing system for commercial waste, 

the habits and mindset of employees within 

waste organisations also constitute an obstacle 

to increased waste prevention. This obstacle is 

related to how people within these organisa-

tions view their competence, their working 

methods and the waste market in general. 

Those who work with waste issues are know-

ledgeable and well-experienced within the 

waste industry. However, they often lack the 

confidence that their own competence could 

be used in helping waste producers to reduce 

their waste.

There are also a few obstacles that lie outside of 

the individual waste organisations. One of the-

se is laws and regulations which are not clearly 

oriented towards increased waste prevention. 

Waste organisations and their waste-producing 

customers demand legal and economic driving 

forces that create space to achieve profitability 

in innovative waste prevention measures.

Another obstacle is the infrastructure that 

has been built up around the prevailing waste 

systems in the form of collection, incineration 

plants, recycling plants and landfill sites. To take 

waste incineration as an example, there is an 

overcapacity which does not provide incenti-

ves for managing less waste; on the contrary, 

waste companies import waste to maintain 

the infrastructure of waste incineration for the 

production of district heating and electricity for 

households and businesses.

An important lesson learned from our research 

regarding commercial waste is that the waste 

industry has built up its business based on the 

idea that waste shall not constitute a problem, 

but rather waste is a resource to be managed, 

preferably in a profitable manner. On the other 

hand, efforts to prevent the production of 

waste are based on the idea that there shall be 

no waste produced at all. If waste is produced, 

this is a problematic defeat for the prevention 

work, which is a thought pattern that a large 

proportion of those in the waste industry are 

not accustomed to.

Further reading: Corvellec and Svingstedt 

(2015); Svingstedt and Corvellec (2015); Sving-

stedt and Corvellec (2018)
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5. The waste prevention policy is far too 
unclear

Waste prevention is a prioritised goal. The Swedish Waste Prevention Policy is modest 

in its demands for social change. In practice the responsibility of waste prevention is 

left to the consumers, municipalities, and companies. The effects of the measures and 

how they influence the volume of waste, hazardous waste and environmental impact, 

is often unclear. 

The European Waste Framework Directive 

requires the member states to make waste pre-

vention a high priority in their waste policies. 

In Sweden, the Riksdag has commissioned the 

Swedish Environmental Protection Agency to 

establish a national plan for waste prevention, 

and an increasing number of municipalities are 

bringing up prevention in their waste plans.

The waste prevention policy is characterised by 

soft rather than hard proposals and actions. 

Information campaigns, pilot projects, or 

encouragement for collaboration and evalua-

tions are common features within this policy 

area. Only in exceptional cases are suggestions 

made concerning amendments to laws, ordi-

nances, or taxes. Furthermore, there are no 

concrete incentives and penalties so far for the 

fulfilment of the policy.

A characteristic of the waste prevention policy 

is for the responsibility of waste prevention 

to be laid on the waste producers. The policy 

indicates a desire to reduce waste volumes 

and proposes a number of measures, but in 

general it is down to the waste producers to 

design solutions, in order to prevent the occur-

rence of the waste. The consumers are thereby 

encouraged to consume sustainably, municipa-

lities to reduce the waste from their activities, 

and companies to present innovative ways to 

approach waste – on their own responsibility. 

Without downplaying the importance of con-

sumer power or individual responsibility, there 

are plenty of examples that a combination of 

instruments lead to results. For example fees, 

taxes and information directed at companies, 

as well as consumers. In addition, companies 

and organisations are strong forces for change, 

and having them help to effect change provides 

good conditions for success.

The waste prevention policy’s explicit aim is 

to break the connection between increased 

economic growth and waste creation, wit-

hout attacking the fundamental driving forces 

behind the increase of waste volumes in the 

form of a constant increase in population and 

consumption. The fact that the social ideal of 

constantly increasing consumption falls outside 

of the waste policy is remarkable, even if it is 

more understandable that the increase in popu-

lation does so.

Instead of preventing the occurrence of waste, 

many of the proposed goals and actions regar-

ding waste prevention are directed towards the 

management of existing waste; for example 

reducing the occurrence of hazardous waste 

in households, or increasing reuse. To a large 
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extent, the waste prevention policy is therefore 

about ensuring that existing waste is sorted 

better and ends up in the right place.

For example clothing chains’ “garment col-

lecting initiatives” for used clothes and textiles 

have gained a great deal of attention, although 

the impact on waste volumes is highly unclear 

as long as the principal business idea is a quick 

throughput of new fashion products. Also a 

transition from products to services is often 

referred to as waste prevention, but often there 

is a lack of reflection on the fact that services 

can also consume larger quantities of materials 

and energy and consequently become waste-

intensive. Over and over again, the waste pre-

vention policy shows great confidence in the 

current economic system’s ability to make itself 

more waste-economic and sustainable – but 

why should it?

There is also reason to wonder why the smal-

lest waste flows receive the greatest attention. 

Household waste is given disproportionally 

large attention within the waste prevention 

plans, especially electricity, textiles and food 

waste. With the exception of construction and 

demolition waste, business waste receives little 

attention whatsoever. Mining waste, which 

represents more than 80 per cent of all the 

waste in Sweden by weight, is hardly addres-

sed at all.

By and large, there is a great gap between the 

high-set ambitions in the waste prevention 

policy to separate the production of waste and 

economic growth, on the one hand, and the 

absence of proposals and measures that aim or 

are able to structurally reduce waste production 

on the other. Whereas the waste prevention 

policy is rendered as central for a transition to a 

circular economy, this policy provides little more 

than encouragement to the players who are 

actually attempting to circulate material flows 

in our society.

The forthcoming waste prevention policy needs 

to be clearly separated from the waste mana-

gement policy, if it is to succeed in breaking 

the connections between waste production 

and the financial system.

Further reading: Corvellec (2017); Corvellec 

and Stål (2017); Johansson and Corvellec 

(2018); Stål and Corvellec (2018)

6. Waste prevention takes place through 
distance work

Spatial and mental distances from waste must be shorter if waste levels are to be reduced. 
Waste must be more visible to households and businesses, while social planning should 
create space for waste prevention initiatives close to people. 

Waste prevention requires space, a physical pla-

ce, precisely as consumption does. To be able 

to, for example, increase the reuse or sharing 

of a fewer number of goods, space is needed 

for storage, repairs, handling and advertising. 

The businesses that are allowed room in today’s 

society, not least in the city centre, increase 

the volume of waste, rather than reducing it 
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Figur 2: Exempel på hur avfallsmärkning i  
handeln skulle kunna se ut. Siffrorna är uppdik-
tade. Illustration: Nils Johansson

or preventing its creation. At the same time, 

competition for space is increasing, especially in 

the city. Therefore, we must ask ourselves how 

the allocation of different types of social activi-

ties influence the possibilities to reduce waste 

and encourage waste prevention initiatives.

A tool that could potentially be utilised in order 

to prevent waste is social planning. Planning can 

be a blunt tool, but it may simultaneously be 

utilised, for example, to decide that a location 

or an area shall be devoted to waste prevention 

activities, rather than the reverse: waste gene-

ration businesses such as shopping centres. The 

planning tools are there, so what is needed is 

political will and courage to offer physical space 

to waste prevention businesses also in central 

parts of the city, not only in its outskirts. An 

example is the reuse shopping centre ReTuna 

in Eskilstuna, which is run by the municipality 

on the basis of clear directives. ReTuna holds 

a number of different private, non-profit and 

municipal players, who prevent waste by pro-

cessing and advertising second-hand goods.

Waste prevention does not only need space 

in a physical location nearer to people. An 

equally great challenge is to decrease peop-

les’ mental distance from waste. People have 

long been masters of ignoring, hiding and 

forgetting about waste. Now is the time to 

make the waste visible! Only when people 

understand the wastes’ downside will they 

be poised to prevent it. Waste prevention 

is ultimately a question of ethics, and the 

responsibility for the waste’s impact on various 

environmental issues, such as climate change, 

toxic emissions, and reduced biodiversity. Pro-

ducing waste needs to become an unethical 

and unacceptable deed, just like littering.

Waste can be visible in a number of diffe-

rent ways. Connections between waste and 

production needs to be clearer, for example 

through waste labelling, such as clearly dis-

playing a product’s waste footprint (Figure 

2), for example, how much waste a product 

has generated during its life cycle, but also 

in its afterlife as waste. The connection bet-

ween waste and consumption also needs 
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to be clearer. Primarily, this means that both 

households and businesses must clarify this 

relationship. For example again, the volume 

of waste that every household and business 

creates every year could be reported when 

the local waste company invoices for waste 

tax. Tests in Gothenburg Municipality have 

shown that the mere visibility of how much 

waste a business creates, may lead to reduced 

waste volumes. Secondly on a societal level, it 

must be clarified how the city is built around 

consumption and that this is unsustainable.

The waste prevention activities that have been 

discussed in this section, must be placed in 

the immediate vicinity of shopping streets and 

other physical centrally-located places that 

have consumption and waste production as 

their primary functions, in order for the mental 

distance between waste and consumption to 

be reduced in the citizens’ minds. This is not to 

say that it is solely their responsibility to reduce 

the waste. What is required is a re-prioritisation 

of the city’s space, which needs to be ini-

tiated and enforced on a political level, with 

planning as one of the central instruments.

Further reading: Corvellec, Ek, Zapata and 

Zapata Campos (2018); Ek (2015); Zapata 

Campos and Zapata (2013)

7. Waste prevention is not about waste

Waste occurs in every step of a product or a service’s life cycle: from design, to resource 
extraction, production, consumption, and finally waste management. It means that waste 
prevention also needs to take place in each of these steps. Waste prevention should not 
be classified as a waste issue, because waste prevention concerns the building of value 
chains, which consist of material, energy and waste – waste prevention is not about waste. 
Working with waste prevention begins with illuminating all the waste that a product or 

a service gives rise to.

Waste management has traditionally been 

performed by highly specialised players, chie-

fly waste companies. Waste prevention on 

the other hand, involves more, and, perhaps 

more importantly, different players than those 

traditionally dealing with waste, not least pro-

ducers, distributors, consumers, authorities, 

and social movements, usually in co-operation. 

New action nets: to recover what was used for 

the producers for restoration and verification; 

to use online platforms to connect those who 

wish to share items and/or services, or those 

who need or can provide repairs; and to make 

agreements that phase out ineffective or hazar-

dous products, and more. The many faces of 

waste prevention are often based on innovative 

forms of collaboration streamlining the use of 

things, so that materials and energy are spared, 

whilst waste volumes and hazards are reduced. 

Economic players must be connected in new 

ways so that value chains are formed, which 

are consistently material, energy and waste 

efficient.

However, not all initiatives which aim to 

increase the purchase of second-hand gadgets, 

repairing or sharing need to be preventive. For 

example, a car-pool could create accessibility 
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for people who previously could not, or did not 

want to own a car, or replace travelling with 

public transport. It is therefore important to 

be aware that initiatives for waste prevention 

could ultimately have a negative effect on the 

environment, rather than a positive one.

A central aim of waste prevention is to promote 

social change, so that it becomes illegitimate 

to be wasteful with materials. From this point 

of view, waste prevention is reminiscent of the 

circular economy, which also aims to reduce 

the waste of materials, especially expensive 

or strategically important ones. However, an 

important difference is that, while the circular 

economy is an industrial model for economic 

growth, waste prevention focuses on pre-

venting the occurrence of waste and thereby 

reduce negative environmental consequences. 

Both models indicate the need to build closed 

material circuits, although they should not be 

mixed up, because they have different aims, 

goals, and focus points.

The fact that a waste prevention policy is more 

material than a waste policy, indicates that 

waste prevention should not necessarily be 

viewed as a part of the waste hierarchy, which 

is a model for waste management, not waste 

prevention. Seeing waste prevention as a part 

of the waste hierarchy cements the fact that it 

forms a part of waste management, despite its 

aim is only to implement measures before the 

occurrence of waste and thus prevent waste 

being created.

The organisation of today’s waste policy is 

divided into two parts, surrounding (1) col-

lection and (2) management of waste. The 

consequences of waste prevention not being 

a matter of waste, leads to the conclusion that 

a combined waste and waste prevention policy 

should instead be divided into three parts: (1) 

prevention (2) collection, and (3) management 

of waste.

Even more important is the question regarding 

the legitimacy of the virtually unlimited entit-

lement that producers and consumers have to 

produce waste today. Today’s waste volumes 

make it necessary to raise the issue of the 

effects of waste from production and consump-

tion and ask the questions: how much waste, 

(including carbon dioxide) do the products and 

services being produced and consumed actually 

generate? Additionally: how should this waste 

be handled by current and future generations?

If waste prevention is to become a real policy 

priority, the waste effect needs to become a 

central motive in the determination of whether 

a product or service may be allowed on the 

market or not. A waste-efficient society can-

not afford waste-intensive businesses. The 

right to be waste-intensive shall therefore be 

something that cannot be taken for granted, 

but must also be motivated. In return, waste-

efficient businesses shall be rewarded.

Waste prevention is about approaching produc-

tion and consumption in a more thoughtful, 

effective, and responsible manner. Ever since 

the post-war period, it has become an accep-

table social norm to produce a lot of waste. 

Waste prevention aims to make it the new 

social norm to prevent waste. A break in the 

trend is clear, and of importance. With its far-

reaching consequences for production and 

consumption, waste prevention represents a 

serious challenge to the consumption-intensive 

way of life that characterises Sweden today. 

This challenge relates, not least, to the ethical 
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question of whether it is responsible to con-

sume so much waste. Basically, we suggest that 

everyone should ask themselves the question, 

prior to every opportunity for production and 

consumption: is it worth the waste?



20 WASTE PREVENTION IS NOT ABOUT WASTE

External references

The European Parliament and the Council 

of the European Union. 2008/98/EC. 

Directive 2008/98/EC of the European 

Parliament and the Council on waste 

and repealing certain documents. Of-

ficial Journal of the European Union 

L 312/3: 0003-0030.

Naturvårdsverket. 2015. Tillsammans vin-

ner vi på ett giftfritt och resursef-

fektivt samhälle: Sveriges program 

för att förebygga avfall 2014-2017. 

Stockholm: Naturvårdsverket. [Sweden’s 

Waste Prevention Plan for 2014-2017, 

by the Swedish Environmental Protection 

Agency, 2015]

Ostrom, E. 1990. Governing the commons: 

The evolution of institutions for col-

lective action. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.

Internal references

Corvellec, H. 2016a. La proximité dans la 

gouvernance des déchets en Suède: Un 

enchevêtrement de logiques. In C. Cirelli, 

& F. Maccaglia (Eds.), Proxiter - Dimen-

sions territoriales des politiques de 

gestion des déchets: La construction 

d’un régime de proximité: 195-206. 

Paris: ADEME.

Corvellec, H. 2016b. A performative definition 

of waste prevention. Waste Manage-

ment, 52: 3-13.

Corvellec, H. 2016c. Sustainability objects as 

performative definitions of sustainability: 

The case of food waste-based biogas 

and biofertilizers. Journal of material 

culture, 21(3): 383-401.

Corvellec, H. 2016d. Waste management: The 

Other of production, distribution, and 

consumption. In B. Czarniawska (Ed.),  

A Research Agenda for Management 

& Organization Studies: 107-114. Chel-

tenham (UK): Edward Elgar.

Corvellec, H. 2017. Att ta sina första steg in 

i den cirkulära ekonomin: Fallet Accus, 

skyltföretag. Helsingborg: Institution för 

service management och tjänsteveten-

skap.

Corvellec, H., & Czarniawska, B. 2015. Ac-

tion nets for waste prevention. In K. M. 

Ekström (Ed.), Waste management and 

sustainable consumption: Reflection 

on consumer waste: 88-101. Oxford: 

Earthscan-Routledge.

Corvellec, H., Ek, R., Zapata, P., & Zapata 

Campos, M.J. 2018. Acting on distances: 

A topology of accounting inscriptions.  

Accounting Organization and Society, 

67(May): 56-65

Corvellec, H., & Stål, H. I. 2017. Evidencing the 

waste effect of Product-Service Systems 



21WASTE PREVENTION IS NOT ABOUT WASTE 

(PSSs). Journal of Cleaner Production, 

145(145): 14-24.

Corvellec, H., & Svingstedt, A. 2015. Inlåsta 

med avfall: Den svåra vägen mot förebyg-

gande. In N. Nordh (Ed.), 15 hållbara lös-

ningar för framtiden: 193-210. Lund: 

Hållbarhets Forum vid Lunds Universitet 

Ek, R. 2015. Processens kontext. Tidskriften 

Plan, 61(1): 44-45.

Hultman, J., & Corvellec, H. 2012. The Eu-

ropean Waste Hierarchy: from the so-

ciomateriality of waste to a politics of 

consumption. Environment & Planning 

A, 44(10): 2413–2427.

Johansson, Nils & Corvellec, Hervé. 2018. 

Waste policies gone soft: An analysis of 

European and Swedish waste prevention 

plans. Waste Management, 77(July): 

322-332

Stål, H. I., & Corvellec, H. 2018. A decoupling 

perspective on circular business model im-

plementation: Illustrations from Swedish 

apparel. Journal of Cleaner Production, 

171(Supplement C): 630–643.

Svingstedt, A., & Corvellec, H. 2015. Frikopp-

lingstjänster: En lösning för avfallsfö-

rebyggande? Helsingborg: Institutionen 

för tjänstevetenskap.

Svingstedt, A., & Corvellec, H. In press. When 

Lock-ins Impede Value Co-Creation in Ser-

vices. International Journal of Quality 

and Service Sciences.

Zapata Campos, M. J., Eriksson-Zetterquist, 

U., & Zapata, P. 2014. Waste socio-tech-

nological transitions: from landfilling to 

waste prevention. In M. C. Loschiavo dos 

Santos, S. Walker, Francelino S., S. Lopes, 

& F. Goncalves Dias (Eds.), Design, Waste 

& Dignity: 309-324. Sao Paulo: Olhares 

Zapata Campos, M. J., & Zapata, P. 2013. Ur-

ban waste: closing the system. In R. Peter, 

P. Newton, & L. Pearson (Eds.), Resilient 

Sustainable Cities: A Future: 139-145. 

London: Taylor and Francis / Routledge.

Zapata Campos, M. J., & Zapata, P. 2016. The 

power of commoning. Citizen-driven en-

vironmental initiatives and social change, 

32nd EGOS Colloquium. Naples, Italy.

Zapata Campos, M. J., & Zapata, P. 2017. 

Infiltrating citizen-driven initiatives for 

sustainability. Environmental Politics, 

26(6): 1055-1078.

Zapata Campos, M. J.; Zapata, P. (online first) 

Cities, institutional entrepreneurship 

and the emergence of new environme-

ntal policies: The organizing of waste 

prevention in the City of Gothenburg, 

Sweden. Environment and Plan-

ning C: Politics and Space https://doi.

org/10.1177/2399654418783205

Zapata, P., & Zapata Campos, M. J. 2015. 

Unexpected translations in urban policy 

mobility. The case of the Acahualinca 

development programme in Managua, 

Nicaragua. Habitat International, 46: 

271-276.

Zapata, P & Zapata Campos, M.J. (2018) Waste 

tours: narratives, infrastructures and gazes 

in interplay. Etnografia Ricerca Qualita-

tiva, 11 (1) 97-118.



ISBN: 978-91-639-8834-9

www.ism.lu.se/mtp

SEVEN LESSONS FROM THE RESEARCH PROJECT 
FROM WASTE MANAGEMENT TO WASTE PREVENTION

Today’s intensive consumption is creating large volumes of waste, 

which accounts for significant resource consumption and environme-

ntal impact. Since the 1990s, politicians have therefore attempted to 

promote waste prevention, or waste reduction. Prevention is seen by 

responsible authorities on both the EU and the national level, as the 

most effective way to reduce the significant environmental impact that 

the production and handling of waste entails.

This report summarises the most important lessons from the research 

project From waste management to waste prevention. The aim of the 

project has been to identify and clarify the difficulties in realising the 

goal of waste prevention policies.

In the research project, researchers from Lund University and the Uni-

versity of Gothenburg, but also Umeå University and the Royal Institute 

of Technology, have studied waste prevention. The project has been 

conducted in close co-operation with municipalities, municipal waste 

companies, government agencies, social movements and businesses.

Waste prevention is about 
effective production and 
thoughtful consumption – not 
about waste

LUND UNIVERSITY

Institutionen för  
service management och  

tjänstevetenskap

Helsingborg

info@ism.lu.se

Lund U
niversity | D

epartm
ent for Service M

anagem
ent and Service Studies


