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Introduction  
In 2020 the UK generated the 2nd largest 
quantity of e-waste per capita in the world (Forti 
et al., 2020). Trends predicted that by 2024 the 
UK could become the world’s largest e-waste 
generator (Ali, 2023). Much of this waste 
contains toxic substances and is exported to 
non-OECD nations (Odeyingbo et al., 2017; 
Puckett et al., 2018). The situation is driven by 
excessive consumption and structural problems 
with recycling. This perhaps also indicates a 
lack of agency to participate effectively at 
personal and community levels in the transition 
towards circular economy (CE). 
 
This paper reports initial insights from an 
ongoing project to develop localised repair 
infrastructure in the West Gateshead area 
(WG) of Northeast England. Insights are drawn 
from experiences of organising and engaging in 
repair cafes as expert fixers, and engaging 
research expertise in contribution to the 
development of the project. Emergent 
understandings of the wider value of repairing, 
beyond simply restoring the original function of 
a thing, have been gained empirically through 
ethnographic observation.  These 
understandings are framed by current 
discourse relating to barriers to participation in 
CE. 
CE concepts focus predominantly on material 
and financial capitals. This inquiry takes the 
critical stance that a pluralistic understanding of 
capitals and their modes of exchange is crucial 
to enabling greater participation in CE. The 
integration of social dimensions with CE 
remains unclear and underdeveloped in much 
of the literature (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). 
Prevailing CE conceptualisation tends to 
overlook the social dimension of sustainable 
development (Kirchherr et al., 2017) and 
conflicts with arguments in favour of degrowth 

strategies. The 9 Rs framework (van Buren et 
al., 2016) provides a pathway towards 
establishing CE, within which repair and reuse 
are crucial enablers. CE strategies are typically 
characterised by ‘top-down’ regulations and 
policies (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Pesce, Tamai & 
Guo, 2020; Deniz, 2021), however ‘bottom-up’ 
multi-stakeholder engagement is increasingly 
recognised as crucial to CE transition. 
 
Research Context 
The inquiry is situated within WG and involves 
two local community regeneration groups 
(CRGs). Past withdrawal of primary industry 
from the area is a significant determining factor 
for increased levels of social deprivation now 
present in WG. Both CRGs are generally 
involved in holistically addressing localised 
challenges of social, economic and 
environmental wellbeing, although their 
respective goals are nuanced: 

- CRG 1 is a transitions group (global 
transitions movement) that advocates for 
individual and community responses 
predominantly focused on concerns of 
climate, ecology and environment. 

- CRG 2 is a regeneration group that 
supports community-led social and 
economic development through the 
creation and maintenance of community 
infrastructure, responding to issues of 
social deprivation. 

The interview sample group includes: two social 
entrepreneurs who run repair café events, and 
a third who is developing a service model to 
provide local, accessible repair capacity; three 
members of the CRG organisations; two 
community leaders who work with the CRGs 
with particular interests in strategies for 
collaboration, increasing opportunities for 
learning and skills attainment, and informing 
local policy. 
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Methods 
This inquiry is a single case study is situated 
within a wider action research project, centred 
on the practice of design leadership in the 
context of community regeneration. The inquiry 
adopts methods common to Design 
Ethnography (Baskerville & Myers, 2014; 
Crabtree, Rouncefield & Tolmie, 2012), where 
the object of design is a community-led repair 
service system. Working with the CRGs and 
key collaborators, researchers are embedded 
within the conception-planning-execution-
evaluation of community-led initiatives. Primary 
data was gathered through participation in 
seven pop-up repair events, alongside semi-
structured interviews with eight individuals.  
Interviews took place in-situ either during the 
preparation for, or delivery of, repair events. 
Due to their situated nature, interviews were 
documented through field notes, and analysed 
using conventional content analysis (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). Practitioner reflection is 
embedded in sense-making of the dynamic 
participatory situation in respect emerging 
themes, critical issues and scholarship. 
 
Key Observations 
During 12 months of engagement a rich 
narrative is developing about the value of repair 
and repairing in the community. Findings are 
limited by the small sample size and single 
research site. The modelling of themes is 
propositional and intended to inform 
subsequent action. Positive impacts can be 
visualised as rippling outwards (figure 1) from 
the object, through individuals and groups 
involved, to the wider community, and potential 
beyond. Forms of value have been articulated 
by collaborators and stakeholders in relation to 
the following thematic foci: 
 

1. Repaired object: 
- Extending lifespan and reduction in 

waste. 
- Feedback loops back into industry, 

manufacturers and value-chain. 
- Warranties as a way of holding 

manufacturers to account for the 
longevity and fitness of their goods. 

2. Repairer: 
- Personal satisfaction of successfully 

effecting a repair. 
- Emphasis on practical discovery and 

hands-on learning. 
3. Repairers and service users: 

- Helping people avoid expense of 
replacing goods. 

- Fostering community relatedness. 
- Benefitting from the exchange of time, 

knowledge and skills within the 
community. 

- Helping people become aware of- and 
embrace- a different mindset of 
consumption. 

- Formalising ways of working to rethink 
waste by leverage creativity. 

4. Wider community: 
- Developing local micro-economic 

opportunities and new revenue streams. 
- Community repair resource as a skills 

development platform to support 
confidence and employability. 

- Developing localised models to increase 
participation in CE transition through 
repair capacity, informing local policy and 
increasing stakeholder cooperation. 

- Helping address some prevalent 
challenges for the local demographic; 
social isolation, loneliness, 
unemployment. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Propositional ripple effect of expanding 
degrees of value as speculation relating to the 
social dimension of CE transition. 
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Conclusions 
The value of repair is often characterised in 
terms of reducing waste, extending product 
lifespans and avoiding replacement costs. 
However, when enacted through active 
community participation, this overlooks a 
multitude of wider contributions spanning more 
diverse forms of value. According to those 
substantively involved in developing and 
delivering the project, the value of repairing 
incorporates empowering individuals to take 
control of their own consumption; creating a 
locus for collective action and building 
community; fostering the exchange of 
knowledge, skills, tools and time as a fuller 
spectrum of capitals. 
 
This case study shares insights from a project 
in its formative stages, where the priority is 
towards action and knowledge exchange, with 
funding granted according to these purposes. 
More detailed, summative outcomes will follow 
as the project progresses. However, the project 
is revealing tangible and concrete links to an 
expanded understanding of circularity, which 
are relatable at a local community level and 
open to intervention through grassroots 
leadership. This demonstrates through practice 
the importance of bottom-up approaches in 
transition towards the circular economy. 
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