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ABSTRACT
This study shows that the production of industrial and commercial waste should 
form part of normal organisational practices. When asked about waste prevention, 
representatives of food, textile, electronics and construction companies in Sweden 
have difficulties highlighting concrete waste-prevention objectives, measures and 
outcomes. Instead, they highlight economic, technical, and organisational barriers 
that prevent them from engaging in waste prevention, thereby endowing the pro-
duction of waste with an economic, technical and organisational rationality. This 
triple rationalisation of waste production amounts to the managerial normalisation 
of waste that obstructs the implementation of waste prevention policies. Thus, we 
suggest that these policies aim to de-normalise industrial and commercial waste in 
similar ways to the measures used to de-normalise household waste.

1.	 INTRODUCTION: WASTE PREVENTION – 
FROM PRIORITISED AREAS OF WASTE POL-
ICY TO BUSINESS PRACTICES

After decades of policy objectives, the question re-
mains of how the goal of waste prevention should be 
achieved in practice. Waste prevention has long been a top 
priority in European waste policy. The importance of waste 
prevention was already mentioned in a European direc-
tive from 1975 (European Commission 75/442/EEC) and 
1977 (European Commission 1977). These directives cited 
waste prevention as being a priority of waste management, 
ahead of reuse, material recycling and energy recovery. 
The Waste Framework Directive from 2008 (2008/98/EC) 
reconfirmed that the prevention of waste was the most 
important step in the waste hierarchy. The waste direc-
tive from 2018 (2018/851) also emphasised that “waste 
prevention is the most efficient way to improve resource 
efficiency and reduce the environmental impact of waste”.

In light of these waste directives, it is important that 
Member States take appropriate measures to prevent 
waste generation, as is also demonstrated, for example, 
in Sweden’s National Waste Plan 2011–2017. This empha-
sises that “waste prevention initiatives will also result in 
smaller quantities of hazardous substances in products 
and materials.” (Swedish Environmental Protection Agen-
cy, 2012:28). Furthermore, waste prevention was already 
mentioned in the special national plan on for waste pre-

vention for the period 2014–2017 (Swedish Environmental 
Protection Agency, 2015), and in the National Waste Plan 
for 2018–2023 (Swedish Environmental Protection Agen-
cy, 2018).

There is no shortage of individual waste prevention initi-
atives. This is demonstrated by the approx. 16,570 actions 
that The European Week for Waste Reduction (2019) listed 
in 2019. The purpose of these actions is to prevent the gen-
eration of waste. This includes providing information about 
the need to prevent waste, increase material efficiency and 
promote more sustainable consumption (Corvellec, 2016). 
However, apart from these pilot programmes, it is still not 
clear how waste-producing companies are working practic-
es on waste prevention measures. 

Previous research on waste prevention has primarily 
focused on household waste. For example, researchers 
have studied whether or not households should be con-
trolled or supported in recycling more waste and reducing 
their household waste (Gregson et al., 2013; Corvellec & 
Czarniawska, 2015; Corsini et al., 2018; Matsuda et al., 
2018), particularly food waste (Setti et al., 2018; von Kame-
ke & Fischer, 2018). Researchers have also studied how 
laws, regulations and policies can be used as a means of 
control, primarily in households, in order to reduce house-
hold waste (Zacho & Mosgaard, 2016; Johansson & Cor-
vellec, 2018).

It may seem odd that researchers have not focused on 
industrial and commercial waste, seeing that it is several 



A. Svingstedt et al. / DETRITUS / Volume 13 - 2020 / pages 3-114

times larger in scale than household waste. The few exam-
ples of research in this field have focused on the ambigu-
ous role of waste companies (De Jong & Wolsink, 1997; 
Svingstedt & Corvellec, 2018) or the limits of urban govern-
ance regarding waste prevention (Silva et.al., 2017; Hutner 
et al., 2017; Zapata Campos & Zapata, 2017). Far less inter-
est has been shown in how the companies that produce in-
dustrial and commercial waste perceive their opportunities 
to develop waste prevention practices, i.e. what organisa-
tions are doing in their day-to-day work to minimise the vol-
ume of waste produced, for example, through zero-waste 
manufacturing (Kerdlap et al., 2019).

Through the use of a practice theory approach (e.g. 
Reckwitz, 2002), the purpose of this article is to highlight 
and address the perceptions and practices of waste pro-
ducers in the field of waste prevention. Greater knowledge 
of the perception and practices of producers will provide 
better conditions for proposing solutions to promoting 
waste prevention. We propose three unlocking measures 
that are fundamental to reducing the volume of industri-
al and commercial waste: making waste prevention more 
profitable, increasing knowledge of materials, and develop-
ing competence in the field of waste prevention.

This article is based on qualitative empirical material. 
Through a strategic selection of organisations in the four 
focus areas listed as priorities by the Swedish Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (2015) (food, textiles, electronics, 
construction and demolition), 26 interviews were conduct-
ed. Document analyses, focus group interviews and expert 
interviews were also conducted. 

The article is structured as follows: First, there is a 
brief account of the practice theory approach, followed by 
a description of the qualitative method we used to collect 
and analyse our data. This is followed by a presentation 
of the respondents’ descriptions of barriers (cf. De Jong 
& Wolsink, 1997; Wilts et al. 2013; Bartl, 2014; Corvellec et 
al., 2013; Shahbazi et al., 2016; Aid et al., 2017) to waste 
prevention and also a discussion about the normality of 
waste generation (cf. O’Brien, 2008) and changing social 
practices to enable increased waste prevention.

2.	 A PRACTICE THEORY APPROACH TO 
WASTE PREVENTION

Practice theory focuses on what is done in organisa-
tions. It is not an individual theory but a collection of social 
theories that in different ways assume that people devel-
op routines, habits and ways of doing and saying things in 
their daily lives – practices. Practice theory is used to un-
derstand social reality in all its richness, which is often diffi-
cult to interpret, sometimes with confusing contradictions. 
This is in stark contrast to the focus on structures, which is 
otherwise a common way of understanding and identifying 
solutions to the challenges faced by organisations. 

In order to clarify what a practice is, we have applied the 
following, much-quoted, definition of a practice:

A ‘practice’ is a routinised type of behaviour which consists 
of several elements, interconnected to one other: forms of 
bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their 

use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, 
know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge. A 
practice is thus a routinised way in which bodies are moved, 
objects are handled, subjects are treated, things are de-
scribed and the world is understood. (Reckwitz, 2002:250)

A practice comprises routinised activities that involve 
several different elements such as objects, body, knowl-
edge and language which are interwoven with, and interde-
pendent on, each other. There is a reciprocity that does not 
suggest one element over the others. Thus, a practice can-
not be reduced to only one of these elements. A practice is 
always social in the sense that it is about a way of behaving 
and understanding one’s reality that emerges in different 
places, at different times and with different people. Nor 
does the practice ever take place in isolation, but together 
with material objects and/or people and, in order to be a 
practice, it must be continuously reproduced by those who 
perform it (Shove & Panzar, 2005). 

In an effort to make it easier to study a practice that 
interweaves several different elements in interdependence, 
Shove and Pantzar (2005) argue that the practice involves 
actively integrating the elements of material, competence 
and meaning. The practice depends on a specific combina-
tion of these three elements (Shove et al., 2012). The first 
element, material, the hardware of practices, is of a more 
physical nature, such as an object: a tool, a technology or 
some other infrastructure (Hand et al., 2005; Shove et al., 
2007). The human body, which through its bodily move-
ments performs the practice, is also viewed as a kind of 
material. 

The second element is the competence that people 
possess. Competence includes both knowledge in order 
to actually perform a task, and the knowledge that is re-
quired to be able to evaluate an achievement. Performing a 
practice also requires a kind of background understanding 
and know-how that is shared with others. Thus, people who 
take part in and perform a practice share an understanding 
of what is being said and done (Schatzki, 2001). To sum-
marise, it is consequently a question of possessing practi-
cal competence and knowledge that enables you to actu-
ally perform a practice and understand what is happening 
in a practice. Taken together, these competences form the 
basis of the cognitive capacities that employees need to 
be able understand, engage in and actually perform the 
specific practice, for example – like this study – a waste 
prevention practice.

The third and final element involved in a practice is 
meaning or motivation. The fact that a practice creates 
meaning for those who perform it is a prerequisite for 
being able to reproduce it and thus maintain it over time. 
Meaning is partly about history and context (for example, 
this is what we do in this organisation), and a practice can 
also show that the organisation is forward-looking – there 
is a notion of the future of the practice (Shove et al., 2012). 
This means that when a practice is performed, it is both 
coloured by history and future-orientated. 

In conclusion, the practice comprises and depends on 
material, competence and meaning, and if changes occur 
in any of these elements, the practice will also change 
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(Hand et al., 2005). As a starting point, let us take a practice 
such as mobile shopping – a digital shopping practice that 
has emerged in recent years – to illustrate the reciprocity 
of the three practical elements (Fuentes, Bäckström & Sv-
ingstedt, 2017; Fuentes & Svingstedt, 2017). The practice 
of mobile shopping relies on a technical device, a mobile 
phone, which consumers use for mobile shopping. The 
consumer needs a certain level of digital competence in 
order to shop using their mobile phones, as well as com-
petence that they develop through digital tutorials, chat 
groups and social media. This enables them to use their 
mobile phones seamlessly and efficiently when shopping. 
Mobile shopping has meaning because consumers experi-
ence greater independence, as they can control how, where 
and when they shop. The same applies to practices relating 
to waste prevention apps, which aim to encourage people 
to repair their products instead of buy new products, or 
apps that enable them to find restaurants and shops selling 
leftover food at a discounted price. 

The three practical elements cannot be separated, they 
are interwoven to the point that they both assume and 
constitute each other (Shove & Pantzar, 2005). A dynam-
ic combination of material, competence and meaning are 
necessary in order to make everyday life work. 

By applying a practice theory perspective to waste pre-
vention, we provide the basi for an understanding of pre-
vention based on what is being said and done – or not. 
It becomes a way of understanding and conceptualising 
prevention as one social practice among other social prac-
tices that exist in organisations. In other words, a practice 
theory approach offers both an everyday and a theoretical-
ly substantiated understanding of waste prevention. 

3.	 METHOD: DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
This study is based on a qualitative study of organisa-

tions in Sweden that are active in the four focus areas listed 
as priorities by the Swedish Environmental Protection Agen-
cy (2015) in Sweden’s waste prevention programme. The 
collection of empirical material was undertaken in two phas-
es, while the analysis was undertaken on an ongoing basis. 

Before the first phase, we conducted a systematic 
search of a number of Swedish industry journals in order to 
identify organisations acknowledged as having an interest 
in, or that worked with, waste prevention. These organisa-
tions were contacted and asked whether they would like to 
participate in interviews. During the interviews, we asked 
for additional tips on other actors who they felt could be 
included in the study. This is known as a snowball selection 
(Silverman, 2004). 

The collection of empirical material in the first phase 
was undertaken through 26 individual interviews with 
sustainability managers, purchasing managers, regional 
managers or quality and environmental managers: six re-
spondents from the food sector (food organisations, food 
cooperatives, food wholesalers and municipalities), six 
from the textile sector (fashion chains, design brands and 
a textile collection organisation), seven from the electron-
ics sector, (sellers of products such as computers, com-
puter accessories, appliances, household appliances and 

organisations that are major consumers of computers and 
computer accessories, as well as organisations dealing 
with the reuse of computers, and municipalities that under-
take extensive purchasing of computers are also included 
in this category), six from the construction and demolition 
sector (construction and property organisations). In addi-
tion, one interviewee represented an organisation that is 
active in the sanitation industry. 

Seven of the interviews were conducted on site, while 
19 were conducted over the phone. The interviews were 
structured on the basis of a prepared interview guide with 
a number of specified questions addressing topics such 
as barriers and opportunities in work on waste prevention, 
and the circular economy (see Table 1 for examples of 
questions). We adopted a reflective approach to the quali-
tative interview (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995), using this to in-
vestigate how the respondents perceived waste prevention 
in their respective organisations, described problems and 
barriers and discussed the way in which they addressed 
waste prevention and, in purely practical terms, reduced in-
dustrial and commercial waste. The sequence of questions 
changed after the first five interviews as the respondents 
tended to become focused on descriptions of their “suc-
cess stories”, leaving less scope for subsequent questions 
about problems and perceived barriers. Following this 
change of sequence, the interviews focused more on the 
barriers and challenges that waste prevention can entail.

Supplementary data were retrieved in documents such 
as European Directives (2008/98; 2018/851), Swedish 
waste plans (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 
2012, 2018) and waste prevention programmes (Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2015).

The second phase of collection of empirical material 
was based on three focus group interviews and expert in-
terviews. Two of the focus groups involved representatives 
of the food, textile and electronics sectors, as well as the 
construction and demolition sector, and one group involved 
representatives of the project’s reference companies. The 
interviews were conducted via Skype, lasted for around 45 
minutes, and were recorded and transcribed verbatim. On 
these occasions, and interview guide was used as a basis 
with questions about how a company could work to reduce 
waste or be more resource or material efficient (see Table 2).

We also collected material via four individual expert 
interviews with people who had extensive experience of 
working with waste prevention in areas such as textiles 
and construction and demolition, as well as policy analysis 
and environmental investigations. The purpose of these in-
terviews was to validate our preliminary results from phase 
one and parts of phase two (see Table 3). 

TABLE 1: Examples of questions in the individual interviews

What experience do you have of problems or barriers in your work on 
waste prevention?

What kind of measures would you like to see from the state/government 
agencies/industry associations to contribute to increased waste preven-
tion?

How do you work with waste prevention and in what ways are you encou-
raged to do more of this work?
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Analysis of the material collected was undertaken on 
an ongoing basis. Phase one identified the fact that the re-
spondents highlighted three main barriers to waste preven-
tion: commercial, technical and organisational. The quality 
of this classification was validated via the focus group in-
terviews in phase two. In addition, the material that was 
collected on each of the three main barriers identified in 
phase 1 was coded based on the three types of practice el-
ements to which Shove and Pantzar (2005) refer: material, 
competence and motivation. This coding was conducted 
based on an effort to explain why work on waste preven-
tion is being prevented hindered or enabled by commercial, 
technical and organisational practices. Phase two also 
used a number of expert interviews to validate the analysis 
of waste prevention practices conducted in both phase one 
and two. These expert interviews resulted in certain obser-
vations being refined, which led to findings to the effect 
that the production of waste is the norm for companies, 
while waste prevention remains something that is vague, 
relatively alien. 

4.	 BARRIERS AND SOCIAL PRACTICES THAT 
MAKE WASTE PREVENTION MORE DIFFI-
CULT 

This section presents the respondents’ descriptions of 
three kinds of barriers to increased waste prevention and 
the social practices behind them. The first is a commercial 
barrier, which stems from the fact that it costs more to pre-
vent waste than to produce and manage waste. The sec-
ond barrier is the lack of technical solutions and/or con-
ditions for preventing at least certain kinds of waste. The 
third barrier is organisational barriers, for example, that es-
tablished norms and values lean more towards producing 
waste than preventing the generation of waste. The tech-
nical and economic barriers to waste prevention by public 
bodies identified by Wilts et al. (2013) can be recognised in 
these three barriers, as well as some of the technological, 
economic, organisational, as well as legal, informational 
and social barriers to material efficiency in manufacturing 
identified by Shahbazi et al. (2016), and the economic, so-
cial, technological, information-related, and policy-related 
barriers to inter-organisational waste management identi-
fied by Aid et al. (2017).

What is interesting about these barriers and the practic-
es related to them is that not only do they provide an under-

standing of the lock-ins (Corvellec et al., 2013; Svingstedt 
& Corvellec, 2018) that prevent waste prevention according 
to the producers of industrial and commercial waste. They 
also indicate what waste producers could do to start work-
ing on waste prevention. Practices that obstruct waste pre-
vention of industrial and commercial waste explain, albeit 
in reverse, the practices that are being developed in order 
to reduce and also prevent the generation of waste.

The way that the respondents chose to express them-
selves in the interviews should be understood in light of 
the fact that the subject of waste prevention can be sen-
sitive. There may be a need to depict their organisation as 
a waste prevention organisation. Many of the respondents 
have a responsibility for working in such a way and would 
want to defend and portray their organisation’s waste pre-
vention work on waste in an overly positive way when we 
asked critical questions. This is a common example of 
what is known as the interviewer effect (Silverman, 2004).

4.1	Commercial barriers 
Interviewees from all four areas emphasised the key im-

portance of delivering a good financial result. As one of the 
experts stated: It is the commercial perspective that dom-
inates the other barriers (Expert 1). The central role from 
the commercial perspective assumes different forms. For 
some organisations, it is a challenge to match purchases 
and sales to minimise leftovers:

/.../leftovers, that’s really our biggest headache I’d say, be-
cause it’s both an environmental issue and an economic is-
sue. Of course, it’s about all this material that is left lying on 
a shelf. It has a value, after all; we’ve paid for it. It really is in 
our interest that it is used. And, of course, there’s an environ-
mental impact if you produce something that you don’t actu-
ally need and is ultimately just thrown away. (Sustainability 
Manager, textiles) 

The optimisation of matching between purchases and 
sales is a waste prevention practice that is perceived as 
meaningful by employees because it is focused on re-
ducing costs and increasing efficiency. Cost awareness 
of waste prevention regarding industrial and commercial 
waste is evident along the entire value chain.

Another example of how finances control waste prac-
tices is an accepted way that the construction sector or-
ders timber products. This takes place on several levels by 
different actors in the production chain. It usually results in 
all actors at all levels placing slightly larger orders than are 
needed in order to avoid causing a halt in production. There 
is a deeply-rooted cultural awareness in the construction 
sector that whenever a construction project is halted, ma-
jor costs are generated.

It is a cultural issue, which people have become used 
to. Input products cost less in relation to labour and other 
costs, so sometimes you order a little extra just in case, 
which naturally results in an increase in the volume of waste. 
(Sustainability Manager, construction and demolition).

A well-established practice, involving competences and 
procedures that have been developed over the years, is to 
to ensure that time is saved on projects, while overlooking 

TABLE 3: Examples of questions in the expert interviews.

What barriers do you see for work on waste prevention?

How are you currently working with waste prevention?

TABLE 2: Examples of questions in the focus group interviews.

How do our results appear in relation to your knowledge and experience 
of waste prevention? 

Do you recognise these barriers or have you seen other barriers than tho-
se we have identified?

Do you have any other comments or views about the contents of the re-
port?



7A. Svingstedt et al. / DETRITUS / Volume 13 - 2020 / pages 3-11

the relevance of saving on waste. The cost of handling con-
struction waste is so minimal that it plays less of a role in 
large construction projects (Svingstedt & Corvellec, 2018), 
as was also confirmed in an expert interview:

We also noted that waste is considered cheap in the 
construction sector. The costs associated with construction 
waste are negligible. (Expert 2)

The relatively low cost of waste and its management 
contributes to giving the issue of waste a low status and 
a priority that is difficult for employees to find meaningful.

Conversely, a higher cost of waste increases the inter-
est in waste prevention. If waste in the construction sector 
is about goods with low value added, waste in the clothing 
industry is about goods that are ready to be sold and are 
therefore significantly more expensive. It costs an organi-
sation not to sell a textile product. The production of waste 
is then regarded as a problem, the cost of which must be 
reduced. A product that is not sold remains the responsibil-
ity of the organisation, something they must pay to dispose 
of.

A common key driver for many of the organisations in 
the prevention of industrial and commercial waste is the 
relative cost of what is thrown away in relation to how 
much it costs to dispose of it. The production of waste ap-
pears to be the result of a commercial balance between, 
on the one hand, the cost of the material and the degree 
of processing what is being discarded and, on the other 
hand, what is required to manage the waste in relation to 
the costs of any additional work and interruptions to pro-
duction. Consequently, increased resource efficiency that 
may result from waste prevention practices is developed 
not through caring for the environment, but rather by a 
managerial calculation. 

4.2	Technical barriers 
Technical barriers are about difficulties in develop-

ing, finding and using technical solutions that can reduce 
waste. When it comes to technical barriers, finances must 
also be taken into account. Respondents put technical 
solutions in relation to their costs. What they are able to 
engage in is usually governed by the costs associated with 
testing technological innovations. 	

One Sustainability Manager for a major fashion organi-
sation described how the organisation was participating in 
a project in which it was testing the prototype production 
of clothing produced from materials that can be recycled 
through the separation of fibre: 

But to be perfectly honest, there’s a great deal of manual 
tweaking and individual handling when you’re manufactur-
ing prototypes. It wouldn’t have worked to produce a lot, not 
even 1,000 garments, which is what we’d need to produce in 
order to put these on the market. So, this is more like a pilot 
study. However, it is certainly not commercially viable yet, 
unfortunately (comment: spring 2018), although we thought 
it might be in 2013. (Sustainability Manager, textiles)

Within the organisation, people are aware that it is not 
possible to create technical solutions that work and gener-
ate financial returns with immediate effect. However, they 

are not prepared to bear the development costs that are 
required for full-scale production. 

Innovation is seen as a way of developing the organi-
sation’s knowledge base and know-how in order to under-
stand the technical requirements:

At first I thought it was mainly a matter of learning ‘what’s it 
all about? What kind of opportunities are there? What are the 
opportunities for collaboration that maybe don’t exist today? 
(Sustainability Manager, textiles)

Waste prevention practices are something that must be 
tested, developed, implemented in the operational organi-
sation, accepted by others and developed further. However, 
at present, the technology (materials), know-how (compe-
tence) and motivation (meaning) do not exist for this to 
become a fully sustainable technology (Shove et al., 2012). 
The technology is lacking to some extent, making it diffi-
cult for new waste prevention practices to be developed. 
In textiles, technological innovations often require collab-
oration throughout the entire supply chain. Collaboration 
with other actors to take part of innovations appearing, for 
exemple, among suppliers. This means that, in the textile 
organisation, there is no change in the day-to-day practic-
es. Many respondents also believed that responsibility for 
prevention rests with other actors, outside their own or-
ganisation. They wanted to believe that other, larger actors 
would assume responsibility for development.

Currently, it’s not really clear what you’re supposed to do 
when you recycle textiles; it’s quite complicated. We’re too 
small and don’t have sufficient resources to take a lead in 
that kind of development, but we try to keep up and see what 
is happening”. (Sustainability Manager, textiles)

Development is expected to take place primarily out-
side the business’s own organisation or by identifying ways 
of collaborating with other actors in the supply chain. 

The same kind of hope for future technological devel-
opment was expressed by our respondents in the food in-
dustry. A current problem with many food packaging items 
is that they are designed on the basis that there should be 
larger packaging items for multi-person households, even 
though many households in Sweden are small, which in-
creases the risk of food waste, even if it also reduces pack-
aging waste per unit of weight or volume. However, chang-
ing the size of packaging involves costs, as a Sustainability 
Manager in the food industry reminded us:

It’s always the case in the food industry that you try to min-
imise packaging solutions, while at the same time that you 
have invested in a packaging line, so you’re rather stuck for 
a while. It’s quite expensive to change – you don’t change 
the size of the packaging every day. (Sustainability Manag-
er, food)

Here, as is so often the case, it is a combination of eco-
nomic and technical factors that lock practices into pack-
aging solutions that risk entailing increased food waste. 
New practices are difficult when both technology, and to 
some extent competence, are lacking, although there does 
seem to be some motivation for change.
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Apart from a general hope for technical solutions, re-
spondents in all areas described an interested but cau-
tious approach to the introduction of waste preventing 
innovations. Some respondent stated that they had tested 
a number of innovative solutions on a smaller scale, but 
did not express any ambition to invest in the development 
of new and more effective waste prevention technologies. 
Becoming involved in innovation projects to test differ-
ent solutions or to invest in some form of technical aid is 
considered both unsafe and risky. There is still a lack of 
technology for new and more effective waste prevention 
practices.

4.3	Organisational barriers
The respondents also experienced different forms of 

organisational barriers, procedures and practices in their 
work on waste prevention, which, according to the respond-
ents, indirectly affected waste prevention in the organisa-
tions they represented. These have been created over time, 
are part of everyday work and contributed to the organisa-
tion producing more waste than necessary. Organisation-
ally, the production of waste represented normal practice, 
and not to do so would then become abnormal.

The respondents were aware that some organisational 
procedures generate more waste than necessary. There is 
an understanding that changes are needed in work meth-
ods and that such changes are based on a mindset that 
says this is the way we’ve always done it – it is about ha-
bitual ways of thinking, ways that create meaning for em-
ployees. One purchasing manager in the electronics sector 
believed that a culture has developed that makes work on 
waste prevention more difficult: 

Every department that has purchased a phone also owns 
this phone, even though we have services in which we re-
ceive end-of-life equipment that takes care of this. So we ha-
ven’t really purchased equipment that we want. It’s probably 
the organisational culture, which has always believed that 
you should keep owning your own hardware. (Purchasing 
Manager, electronics)

This quote makes it clear that the organisational culture 
obstructs practices directed towards waste prevention.

Other organisational barriers are a lack of control and 
influence over the production of waste by other actors in 
the supply chain. The respondents were aware that waste 
was produced at every stage of the value chain, while at 
the same time they felt that their organisation did not have 
sufficient insight into other stages of the value chain and 
was therefore unable to influence these parts. They only 
controlled their own stage, which limits what they can do to 
reduce the generation of waste. Regarding systems for col-
lecting used clothes and textiles, for example, one regional 
manager in a textile company stated: 

Whether or not a consumer wants to pass on, throw away or 
burn garments, is left to chance. It’s up to the consumer and 
the collector can also largely do whatever they want. /.../ 
A lot is left to the interests of individual actors. (Regional 
Manager, textiles).

Existing practices do not consider the whole production 
process, and there is therefore neither insight into nor the 
opportunity to control the processes of other actors that 
generate waste. 

From conversations with the respondents, it is also ev-
ident that organisations are not always organised to work 
on waste prevention. In turn, this results in organisations 
tending to look to other actors, both inside and outside the 
value chain, in the hope that they will be organised to deal 
with the generation of waste. 

This study indicates a wide range of social practices 
that prevent the way of the increased prevention of indus-
trial and commercial waste, based on how the organisation 
of work and material flows is conducted. Taken together, 
all of the barriers we have identified represent major chal-
lenges for increased waste prevention. Our respondents 
described costs, technology and ingrained work methods 
as effectively putting a brake on the prevention of indus-
trial and commercial waste. Legal, informational and insti-
tutional barriers (Wilts et al., 2013; Shahbazi et al., 2016) 
are additional factors. At the same time, these barriers also 
highlight potential ways of moving forward with the issue. 

5.	 DISCUSSION: CHANGING SOCIAL PRAC-
TICES FOR INCREASED WASTE PREVENTION

The previous section showed how respondents ap-
proached the daily practices of waste prevention. They 
mainly described the barriers and practices that challenge 
their work on waste prevention. 

Several structural impediments to waste prevention 
have been identified in the literature. Based on the Dutch 
case, De Jong and Wolsink (1997) have highlighted the en-
twining of interests of municipal and regional authorities 
in waste collection and waste disposal. They also suggest 
that it is in the interests of private collecting organisations 
to keep governmental policymakers in a situation of un-
certainty about the volume and type of waste that will be 
released in order to avoid the formulation of a deliberate 
waste policy. Looking at the European Union, Bartl (2014) 
lists several barriers to waste prevention: a conflict of in-
terests between reducing the quantity of waste and there-
fore the amount of materials that have to be processed, 
and securing the turnaround and profit of waste collectors, 
recyclers, waste to energy facilities, and landfill operators; 
the absence of decoupling waste generation from econom-
ic growth; unclear measurement of waste prevention; the 
interest of producers and retailers in increasing produc-
tion and sales that go against extending the life span of 
products; producers’ lack of interest in reusing; the export 
of waste that shifts the waste burden from one country to 
another. 

Adopting a managerial rather than a structural per-
spective, our respondents stated that waste prevention is 
hampered by a narrow, commercial view of waste-related 
income and expenses, a lack of technical solutions, and 
organisational standards that are not based on preventing 
the generation of waste. These economic, technical and 
organisational barriers overlap with the institutional, tech-
nical, cultural and material lock-ins identified by Corvellec 
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et al. (2013) in waste management infrastructures. They 
discourage any change in the social practices of the organ-
isational management of waste in order to promote waste 
prevention.

 When the respondents offered their managerial views 
on waste prevention, they primarily talked about what they 
were doing or would like to do in terms of recycling, despite 
the fact that the waste hierarchy (2008/98/EC) clearly dis-
tinguishes between prevention and recycling. The fact that 
the interviewees chose to talk about recycling when asked 
about waste prevention shows that even though the gen-
eral principle of the waste hierarchy is known, the under-
standing of the technical specifications that characterise 
its various stages is more vague.

In terms of Shove and Pantzar’s (2005) practice theory, 
firstly, the commercial barriers imply motivation, technical 
barriers imply materiality, and organisational barriers imply 
competence. This study shows that the gap between poli-
cy goals, the ambitions for increased waste prevention and 
what is actually being done is explained by the fact that 
the respondents lack motivation, material solutions and 
competence to develop practices that focuses on reducing 
waste. What characterises a practice is that the different 
elements are interwoven and interact, which makes it diffi-
cult to isolate one individual element. In the three barriers 
we have identified, it is important how the different practice 
elements interrelate.

Material – the hardware of practice – is a prerequisite 
for being able to perform a social practice (Shove et al., 
2012). The study shows that technology, technical support 
systems are either lacking or inadequate for managing 
waste prevention. The available technology aimed at reduc-
ing waste volumes does not meet the financial criteria de-
fined by the organisations. When finances do not permit the 
development of new technology, and the technology that 
does exist is not suitable for contributing to waste reduc-
tion, it is difficult to create the motivation to change waste 
practices. The conditions to constitute a social practice 
aimed at increased waste prevention do not exist. Mod-
ern technology shapes a social practice that is focused on 
waste production. New hardware is needed, as well as new 
technological solutions, which are also likely to require oth-
er types of business models in order to encourage change.

Competence is the second practice element involved 
in a social practice. This is about both knowledge in or-
der to work in purely practical terms on waste prevention 
measures and also to evaluate such measures. This study 
shows that there is reliable information, based on a tradi-
tional commercial approach, of how profitability is created. 
The respondents share an understanding of how products 
are produced that do indeed generate waste, with the least 
amount of time wasted. Also, the basic view is that reduc-
ing waste is usually not worthwhile, and there is a lack of 
competence in how reducing waste can be made econom-
ically viable. The practice is based on norms and values 
that describe how to deal with the waste that is generated 
(cf. Corsini et al, 2018, but for households). Attempts made 
to change the norms in organisations are primarily about 
making it more natural to increase the level of recycling 
or reuse, and not reduce waste per se. An organisational 

change in norms is needed that helps make it more natural 
to reduce waste than to produce it. 

There must be motivation or meaning – the third and 
final element that constitutes a practice – in doing what 
you do. Employees must have a common understanding 
of the existing practice (Reckwitz, 2002). This study shows 
that it is meaningful for respondents to have a practice that 
follows a strict commercial approach to the organisation’s 
waste production. There is, however, no justification for 
reducing waste, as such a practice may increase the or-
ganisation’s costs. Current production technology creates 
meaning by offering what is needed to make its production 
efficient from a strictly economic perspective. Thus, it is 
difficult to create the motivation for potential technologi-
cal development. Organisational values, norms and proce-
dures are based on the production of waste being viewed 
as natural. On the other hand, it is not meaningful to have 
practices that focus on waste prevention. 

The social practices in the respondents’ organisations 
are not structured for managing waste prevention. There 
is no available waste prevention technology, there is a low 
level of competence in waste prevention, and there is no 
motivation to reduce organisational waste. The normal, 
everyday social practice in these organisations is to pro-
duce waste, not to prevent it from being generated. It is true 
that waste is equated with the destruction of resources, a 
kind of wastage that should be limited. Nonetheless, our 
respondents normalised the production of waste on the 
grounds that it was commercially justifiable, and also tech-
nically and organisationally unavoidable.

As one of the reviewers stated, the respondents provide 
an example here of what O’Brien (2008, p. 178) calls the 
paradox of waste: an ability to “simultaneously express 
value and non-value”. They regard waste production as 
the destruction of value, yet a constituent feature of their 
business logic of profit-making (cf. Svingstedt, 2012). For 
them, waste is troubling and regrettable, yet it is the normal 
consequence of prioritised practices such as delivering on 
time, monitoring technical developments, offering a wide 
product range or driving down costs. 

Conversely, with the exception of representatives of 
organisations that have made waste prevention their busi-
ness concept, the respondents stated that they lacked the 
motivation, material opportunities and organisational com-
petence to develop waste prevention practices. 

Despite decades of political priorities, waste prevention 
is still an issue that appears to be unclear, uncertain, sup-
posedly difficult, and almost in conflict with the organisa-
tion’s interests. What appears to be a logical waste policy 
goal based on the waste hierarchy – that it is better to pre-
vent waste than to have to manage it – seems odd when 
the everyday practices of waste producers are considered. 
It is part of the normality of businesses to combat the gen-
eration of waste, but only to the point where it is no longer 
organisationally, technically and economically justifiable.

The waste policy goals of preventing waste generation 
become stranded in the organisation’s everyday practices. 
This explains why waste volumes continue to grow, despite 
decades of prioritisation. These goals do not recognise the 
fact that organisational members have adopted a mindset 
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that views waste production as a normal outcome of or-
ganisational activities. While waste is seen as a problem 
for politicians – such as a risk to public health, an environ-
mental hazard or the waste of resources – waste produc-
ers see industrial and commercial waste as something that 
is inevitable, rational and justifiable. The waste practices 
of the waste-producing organisations whose representa-
tives we met were not orientated towards reducing waste 
production. In order to change the practices, a paradigm 
shift is needed that denormalises waste production and let 
waste prevention take precedence over, for example, prof-
itability. 

6.	 CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTED UNLOCK-
ING MEASURES

Based on a qualitative interview-based study with rep-
resentatives of Swedish organisations in the textile, con-
struction and demolition, food and electronics sectors, this 
study has identified three barriers that aggravate waste 
prevention: a commercial approach that regards waste as 
an economic balance, an absence of reasonable technical 
solutions, and organisational habits and procedures that 
are not directed towards prevention. These barriers give 
rise to everyday social practices that are not geared to-
wards the prevention of industrial and commercial waste: 
there is neither the technology, the competence nor the 
motivation for a social practice that prevents waste.

We find that the production of waste is seen as a nor-
mal practice: the norm, an inevitable consequence of the 
business’ existence, even though efforts are being made to 
reduce waste as long as it is economically sound, organi-
sationally acceptable, and technically feasible. Our study 
demonstrates what we call the normality of waste, and, in 
contradistinction, the oddity of waste prevention. Our re-
sults show a lack of businesses relevance of waste pre-
vention. We therefore suggest that in order to make waste 
prevention objectives relevant, there is a need for financial 
motivation, knowledge of materials, and the competence 
to prevent industrial and commercial waste.

A final question is whether or not a transition to a cir-
cular economy creates the opportunity to work on waste 
prevention, as several of our respondents have speculated. 
The circular economy is portrayed by its advocates as a 
way of designing out waste (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 
2017). However, firstly, this requires the circular economy 
to aim beyond an increase in the use of recycled materials 
and waste recycling, and start relating waste to consump-
tion (e.g. European Parliament 2018). Secondly, there is a 
need to create an acceptance of and demand for circular 
innovations (Cainelli, D’Amato & Mazzanti, 2020). In prac-
tice, it would appear that getting suppliers, business part-
ners and customers to assume the risk and perhaps also 
the cost of stopping material flows is a significant chal-
lenge, particularly for small businesses that only control 
a small part of their value chain, and which also lack the 
ability to change market standards on their own (see, Cor-
vellec, Babri & Stål, Forthcoming 2020). Thirdly, the current 
linear solutions, with which circular innovations are usually 
compared, must also be made expensive and unattractive. 
Above all, the circular economy must not function as a way 
to divert attention away from the need to try to develop low-
waste practices right now.
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