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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Community repair in the circular economy – fixingmore than stuff

Karin Bradley and Ola Persson

Department of Urban Planning and Environment, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, Sweden

ABSTRACT
In the circular economy discourse it is stressed that products ought to be
repairable and that repair work is assumed to be growing. However, repair
can be organised and performed in different ways – by corporate entities,
independent repairers, laypersons and communities. Some corporations
are integrating repair and maintenance into their offering, while
simultaneously restricting consumers to open, repair or modify their
products. In opposition to such developments, there is a movement for
“right to repair”, which works for consumers’ legal rights to repair
and modify products, pushing for the free availability of spare parts and
manuals. Recent years have also seen a growth of repair cafés and
other forms of DIY community repair spaces. This paper explores the
discourses of DIY community repair through two Swedish case studies –
an NGO-led nationwide repair campaign and a local government
initiative of open DIY repair spaces. Our case studies show how DIY
community repair works towards enabling all, particularly marginalised
groups, to participate and live well in a low-impact future. In contrast to
the mainstream circular economy discourse, the purpose of community
repair is not only about repairing broken stuff and reducing waste, but
about building social relations and practicing non-consumerist forms of
citizenship. By elucidating these different perspectives on repair – who
is to perform it, with what skills and for what purposes – we highlight
how the transition to future, more circular economies, can be enacted
and steered in ways that allow for different roles and powers for citizen-
consumers.
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1. Introduction

In discussions around sustainable consumption and the circular economy it is often pointed out that
products ought to be repairable. Current work in the EU and the “reparability index” introduced in
France push producers towards creating repairable products (European Commission 2020; Hughes
2021) making it reasonable to assume that more work and effort will be put into repair in the future,
more circular economy. Repair can be performed in multiple ways: by the producing companies or
their licensed repairers; by independent repairers; by profit and non-profit organisations; by commu-
nity groups; and by private people. This raises questions of how the growing repair work is to be
organised, controlled and performed – by whom, with what rights, with what skills and for what pur-
poses. The last few years have seen a growth in the “right-to-repair”movement, which focuses on the
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legal right to repair for consumers and independent repairers (Schmid 2019; Godwin 2021; Hughes
2021). It argues that consumers should have the right to repair the products they buy, that products
should be designed so that they can be easily repaired, and that spare parts and repair manuals
should be freely available.1 However, even with spare parts, manuals and online tutorials, practical
repair work can be challenging for the layperson, hence there is a need for collective learning and
physical infrastructure for DIY repair. Recent years have seen an increase in the number of repair
cafés and other forms of similar open community workshops where people can share tools, space
and repair skills (Graziano and Trogal 2017; Schmid 2019).

Meanwhile, within the circular economy literature, business models are often promoted that are
access-based, where the consumer, or user, pays for access to the product rather than actually
owning it (Bocken et al. 2016; Poppelaars, Bakker, and van Engelen 2018; Kaddoura et al. 2019).

In access-based models, the consumer is not responsible for repairs or upgrades, which while con-
venient, also serves to bind them to the company. Although a shift from ownership-based business
models to access-based models entails quite a dramatic shift for the consumer in terms of control
and power relations, the role of the citizen-consumer in the circular economy is seldom critically dis-
cussed (Hobson and Lynch 2016; Kirchherr, Reike, and Hekkert 2017; Hobson 2019).

We use the concept of the citizen-consumer to emphasise the hybrid role that people have as
consumers, citizens and activists, reaching beyond the notion of individuals as simply self-interested
consumers (c.f. Johnston 2008).

There is a growing body of social science research on repair, the social practices and communities
around repair (Graziano and Trogal 2017; Schmid 2019; Meißner 2021; van der Velden 2021) and the
politics of repair (Graham and Thrift 2007; Graziano and Trogal 2019; Zapata Campos, Zapata, and
Ordoñez 2020; McLaren, Niskanen, and Anshelm 2020; Niskanen, McLaren, and Anshelm 2021).
McLaren, Niskanen, and Anshelm (2020) as well as Meißner (2021) emphasise that repair is not
only about the instrumental fixing of products, but about building social relations and involving
roles beyond consumerist identities. Scholars have also explored whether repair and care can be
understood as challenging technological progress and economic growth (Schmid 2019). There is
also an emerging literature on the visions and pathways to different circular economies (Bauwens,
Hekkert, and Kirchherr 2020; Ortega Alvarado et al. 2021). Less, however, is understood about the
societal visions that DIY community repair may convey, how the role of the citizen-consumer is envi-
saged and how community repair perspectives relate to circular economy discourse(s). It is to these
questions that we intend to contribute.

In this paper we explore the rationales and practices of community repair organisers by using
two case studies: the environmental NGO campaign “Fix the Stuff” in Sweden and the “Fixotek”
open DIY repair spaces in the city of Gothenburg, Sweden. More specifically, we explore the fol-
lowing questions: What societal visions are conveyed by the repair organisers and what is the
role of the citizen-consumer in these? How can these visions and roles be understood in relation
to circular economy discourses? And finally, how could the movement around DIY and commu-
nity repair be understood in relation to the distribution of power and equity in the circular
economy?

The case studies illustrate rationales and strategies for how DIY repair can be made more easily
accessible for all. In their public rhetoric, the repair organisers rarely use the circular economy
concept, instead they emphasise the benefits of DIY repairing such as improving the environment,
contributing to empowerment, raising quality of life, promoting social inclusion, increasing urban
attractiveness, and creating jobs. However, the case studies also show that the repair organisers,
including public officials, aim to reduce consumption and are striving to make space for increased
do-it-together practices and non-market relations.

In this paper, we highlight the differences that exist between the mainstream discourse of win-
win in the circular economy (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2013; World Economic Forum 2014; Euro-
pean Commission 2020), on the one hand, and the perspectives on societal change that can be
observed both in the practices around DIY community repair and in the academic perspectives
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on the politics of repair, on the other hand. We argue that in fact, the mainstream circular economy
discourse and the discourse around DIY community repair rest on different visions, with the latter
appealing to degrowth visions in terms of conviviality, non-market-based relationships and post-
work (Parrique 2019). Therefore, the path towards more circular economies is not a consensus
win-win journey, but is instead characterised by diverging perspectives on the roles and powers
of citizen-consumers and corporations as well as on the control of materials, skills, and resources.
By elucidating these differences, and specifically the risk of reducing the powers of the citizen-con-
sumer, we highlight issues concerning who gets to participate in the circular economy and under
what terms. We argue that there is a need for more debate on the questions of power and equity
in the transition towards circular economies.

2. Theoretical perspectives – the circular economy and the politics of repair

2.1. The circular economy discourses in relation to the citizen-consumer

A circular economy can be described as “an economic system that is based on business models
which replace the ‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, alternatively reusing, recycling and recovering
materials in production/distribution and consumption processes” (Kirchherr, Reike, and Hekkert
2017, 224). Whether a future circular economy entails a fundamental transformation of society
and the role of citizen-consumers or a continuation of eco-modernist logics is a contested issue.
For example, Schröder et al. (2019) argue that both the circular economy and narratives of strong
sustainable consumption (e.g. degrowth) have the aim of changing business-as-usual approaches
and of enabling human societies to operate within planetary boundaries. At the same time,
several scholars (e.g. Gregson et al. 2015; Ghisellini, Cialani, and Ulgiati 2016; Hobson and Lynch
2016; Fratini, Georg, and Jørgensen 2019; Schulz, Hjaltadóttir, and Hild 2019) point out that the lit-
erature on the circular economy is generally premised on reforming the current capitalist model of
continued economic growth rather than on building alternative forms of economies. In particular,
this is evident in policy reports, which envisage the circular economy as creating jobs while achieving
an absolute decoupling between GDP-growth and environmental harm through technological inno-
vation in production processes (see Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2013; World Economic Forum 2014;
European Commission 2020).

Reviewing over a hundred different definitions of the circular economy, Kirchherr, Reike, and
Hekkert (2017) found that the role of the consumer is often neglected, which is surprising giving
that circular economy practices often entail changing forms of consumption and ownership struc-
tures. In the instances where the role of the consumer is discussed, it is often centred on changing
them into users of access-based business models, where they pay for access to a product rather than
buying and owning the product individually (ibid). In the material from the Ellen MacArthur Foun-
dation for example, it is clearly spelled out that they promote a shift from being “consumers”
who own products, towards becoming “users” of a product or service (Ellen MacArthur foundation
2013, 50, 58). In their widespread butterfly diagram of circular economy systems, the user is attrib-
uted the role of sharing the product, but the practices of “maintaining” and “prolonging” are attrib-
uted to the service provider (see Figure 1).2 It should, however, be noted that there are also circular
economy business models that are built around modularity that allows consumers/users to repair,
adapt or rebuild their products themselves (Nissen et al. 2017; Mont, Lehner, and Schoonover
2021) as exemplified by Fairphone

Relating to the scenarios for circular futures developed by Bauwens, Hekkert, and Kirchherr (2020),
it could thus be argued that the mainstream Ellen MacArthur Foundation vision of the circular
economy discourse resembles the vision Bauwens et al. call “circular modernism”. Here, large corpor-
ations take centre stage, and citizens are placed in the peripheral role of embracing circular practices,
more or less willingly. Relating this vision of the circular economy to social equity, an increasingly
specialised and corporate-centred society runs the risk of people losing the means and skills to
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provide for themselves outside of the corporate monetised sphere. In such a scenario, the extent one
can partake in the circular economy and its related practices becomes determined by income levels.

Although the mainstream perspective of the circular economy can be aligned with eco-modernist
thinking, the discourses and practices associated with it vary across temporal (Johansson and Hen-
riksson 2020) and spatial contexts (Fratini, Georg, and Jørgensen 2019). In the context of Sweden,
where our case studies are located, the public debate has for the past decade presented the circular
economy as a technocratic and de-politicized process premised on eco-modernist logics (Niskanen,
Anshelm, and McLaren 2020). Similarly, Johansson and Henriksson (2020) found that the recent dis-
cussion on the circular economy at the policy level in Sweden is framed around national competi-
tiveness in a global marketplace, sustainable economic growth and turning consumers into users,
giving the market the main responsibility for enabling circular consumer behaviour.

In a paper by McLaren, Niskanen, and Anshelm (2020), they reviewed how the academic circular
economy literature related to repair and concluded that repair is overall given little attention. When
it is brought up, it is with an instrumental and technocratic perspective, where repair is seen as some-
thing to be managed using technological expertise in order to restore certain functions. This is
indeed one relevant dimension of repair, however as McLaren, Niskanen, and Anshelm (2020)
point out, repair can also be seen as having social, political and restorative dimensions, which we
will now turn to.

2.2. The politics of repair

In modern economies, the cultural emphasis has primarily been on innovation and the creation of
new products, services and technologies, rather than on care, maintenance and repair (Jackson
2014). As highlighted by several feminist scholars, practices of repair and care have often been
part of the informal economy, serving to support the frontstage formal monetary economy (e.g.
Leigh Star 1999). In their analysis of urban infrastructure and repair, Graham and Thrift (2007)
point out that in modern cities, the question of repair only becomes visible when the infrastructure
breaks down. Hence, the role of repair workers (who have often been low-waged) is to play an

Figure 1. Copyright © Ellen MacArthur Foundation, Circular economy systems diagram (February 2019) www.
ellenmacarthurfoundation.org.
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invisible backstage role. However, with the current interest in transitioning to more circular econom-
ies, repair work gets more of a frontstage role (Zapata Campos, Zapata, and Ordoñez 2020). This
process of frontstaging can, however, happen in different ways.

There is marked interest in controlling and expanding green jobs in the so-called aftermarket.
Certain corporations try to control repairing by making products difficult to repair independently
(Graziano and Trogal 2019, 212), by lobbying for restricted repair rights (van der Velden 2021) or,
as in the case of Apple, by taking independent repairers to court (van der Velden 2020). If certain
forms of repair work were previously performed backstage, by small independent businesses in
back-alleys or on urban fringes, or indeed in people’s homes, it is now increasingly handled in cen-
trally located corporate service centres by specifically licensed repairers and sometimes even on
display in flagship stores.3

In contrast to such a development, critical scholars envision a quite different version of the front-
staging of repair. Graziano and Trogal (2019) are building a theory around the politics of repair that
rests on materialist feminist perspectives with the ambition of making repair practices more visible
and valued. Such practices constitute core elements of what they see as a move towards post-
growth or post-capitalist economies. They argue, inspired by Barca (2019), that instead of “upgrad-
ing” repair work by incorporating it into the formal, monetised, and often corporate sector, “the
labour of repair and maintenance must be de-alienated. Namely, the control of the surplus value
they produce must be put in the hands of these workers themselves” (Graziano and Trogal 2019,
209). Moreover, it is possible to interpret this perspective on repair as a plea for moving towards
a “post-work” society and therefore a critique of productivism, the dominant work-ethic, and the
dependence on waged work for both livelihood and social inclusion (Frayne 2016; Hoffmann and
Paulsen 2020). Instead, other types of (non-wage) work is valued (Soper 2020). Repair could therefore
support post-work politics and provide access to convivial environments and resistance to the “ever-
increasing reliance upon formal wage relations and capitalist commodities and the work ideology
that comes with it” (Graziano and Trogal 2017, 652). In line with this perspective, repair does not
only concern the instrumental restoring of functions, but also the building of more equitable
social relations (McLaren, Niskanen, and Anshelm 2020).

3. Materials and methods

The empirical material for this paper consists of two Swedish case studies: the nationwide NGO cam-
paign “Fix the Stuff” (in Swedish “Fixa Grejen”) and the “Fixotek” open DIY repair spaces in the city of
Gothenburg. These are seen as examples of the wider movement around DIY and community repair
and have been selected as being among the most ambitious forms of promotion of DIY repair in
Sweden. The NGO behind the Fix the Stuff campaign is the country’s largest environmental NGO
and the city of Gothenburg is one of the frontrunners in terms of public policy for sustainable con-
sumption (Hult and Larsson 2016). Previous research on community repair has focused on grassroots
repair cafés and civil society organisations promoting DIY repair (e.g. Graziano and Trogal 2017;
Schmid 2019). In relation to this, we have chosen to highlight not only the work of civil society organ-
isations but also that of the public sector in support of DIY repair.

The study explores the perspectives of the organisers of repair infrastructure, i.e. the initiators,
employees and volunteers connected to the two case organisations, first through interviews con-
ducted in person or via link, recorded and transcribed, taking place between 2018 and 2020. In
the case of the Fix the Stuff campaign, seven semi-structured interviews were conducted and two
focus groups were held, consisting of four and five interviewees respectively. In the case of the
Fixotek spaces, seven interviews were conducted, one of which was with two persons jointly. The
interviewees have been anonymized and when quoted referred to as employee/official/volunteer
A-K. Secondly, we carried out on-site observations at four Fix the Stuff repair events in the Stock-
holm-Mälaren region. In the case of the Fixotek spaces, the material includes observations and par-
ticipation during three workshops hosted by the city of Gothenburg that dealt with the upscaling of
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spaces for circular consumption, where the Fixotek spaces served as one example. Thirdly, our
material consists of documents from the case organisations: websites, official reports, handbooks
and press releases.

As a backdrop to our two Swedish case studies, we briefly describe the international movement
around right-to-repair and community repair, its background, and its current manifestation in the
EU context. Here, our sources are official reports, websites, newspaper articles and secondary
research.

4. Results: from DIY networks to NGO-organised and municipal infrastructure for
community repair

4.1. Different movements around repair

In the last decade, a movement around repair has gained ground, sometimes referred to as the
“right-to-repair movement” (Schmid 2019; Godwin 2021; Hughes 2021). This movement brings
together diverse actors, organisations and individuals with an interest in DIY or independent
repair, tinkering and reuse (Schmid 2019; Meißner 2021). One of the central nodes is the organisation
IFixIt, which argues that consumers should have the right to: (1) open, fix and modify everything they
own; (2) freely choose among independent repair shops; (3) have access to repairable products,
manuals, diagnostic tools and spare parts; and (4) unlock and “jailbreak” the software of their pro-
ducts.4 The right-to-repair movement is currently influencing policy and regulatory frameworks in
the US as well as in Europe (Rosa-Aquino 2020; Godwin 2021). The EU Commission’s “A New Circular
Economy Action Plan” states that “the Commission will work towards establishing a new ‘right to
repair’ and consider new horizontal material rights for consumers, for instance as regards availability
of spare parts or access to repair” (European Commission 2020, no page). In November 2020, the
European Parliament voted to support a new resolution in favour of consumer repair, which included
calling for the Commission to introduce mandatory labelling concerning the estimated lifetime of a
product as well as a reparability index (Wiens 2020).

However, contemporary movements around repair concern more than just consumer rights.
There are also discourses and practices around DIY repair in the form of community repair cafés,
maker spaces and in online tutorials and tips for DIY repair (Graziano and Trogal 2017; Schmid
2019; Meißner 2021). Many of the repair cafés are connected to environmental movements, edu-
cational associations, or movements around commons, and tend to be more focused on reuse,
sharing, resilience and reduction of environmental impacts through “re-skilling”, rather than on
legal consumer rights issues (Charter and Keiller 2016). In the coming sections we will explore the
operations, rationales and visions of two Swedish community repair cases, one NGO-led and one
initiated by a municipality.

4.2. Case 1: Fix the Stuff – a nationwide NGO campaign for repair

4.2.1. Background
Fix the Stuff is a campaign run by the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC). The Fix the
Stuff campaign was a nationwide three-year campaign (2018–2020) around repair and reuse, aimed
at increasing the lifespan of material goods such as clothing, furniture and electronic equipment. The
campaign includes a website with DIY repair and remake tutorials in the areas of furniture, elec-
tronics, clothing, shoes, garden and kitchen ware. In addition, the campaign includes the creation
of temporary collective repair workshops housed in community spaces, such as libraries or cultural
centres, but also in commercial spaces (see Figure 2). SSNC is Sweden’s largest and oldest environ-
mental organisation with 170 employees and over 200,000 members across the country. The Fix the
Stuff campaign was set up and coordinated centrally by employed staff while campaign activities
and local workshops were organised by members and volunteers.
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Specifically, local and regional campaign activities involved setting up a number of temporary
spaces focused on DIY repair. Here, a set of tools were available for visitors to use to repair their
items. Workshops were also held, allowing visitors to learn or to get help repairing various products.
Besides arranging activities related to DIY repair, local and regional chapters wrote articles for a
variety of local and national media outlets to increase public awareness of the need to repair
things instead of buying new, as well as to inform the public about planned activities.

4.2.2. Less material consumption through increased repair and maintenance
Outlined on the campaign website,5 a key rationale for the Fix the Stuff campaign is to promote less
material consumption through increased repair and maintenance, in order to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions, biodiversity loss, hazardous chemical waste and mining of rare earth metals. By refer-
ring to ecological footprints and Overshoot Day, meaning when the demand for ecological resources
exceeds what the Earth can regenerate in a given year (WWF 2020), SSNC emphasises that Sweden’s
per capita consumption is among the highest in the world. Sweden reaches its Overshoot Day
already in April, having used up its share of ecological resources, and – as argued in the campaign
video – for the rest of the year “we are taking [resources] from other people in the world and from
our children”.6 In present-day Swedish society, fully functioning products are thrown away and
replaced with new ones, and the campaign is articulated as part of the organisation’s work
towards a new society where reuse, repair and maintenance are at the centre. Several volunteers
and employees stressed that the campaign’s focus on promoting less material consumption is per-
ceived as a major organisational shift – from the previous emphasis on the consumption of more
“sustainable products” to arguing for “buying less”:

Before we haven’t been so explicit that we need to consume less. We have talked about changing consumption
patterns [through eco-labelled products], but perhaps not as clearly that we need to reduce consumption. So I
feel that we as an organization have become more explicit in critiquing consumerism. (Employee A)

Figure 2. Image from pop-up repair workshops inside ReTuna ‘recycling mall’, photo by the author.
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This shift towards a more critical perspective on conventional forms of sustainable consumption can
also be found in the campaign material. Here, it is highlighted how the circular economy concept
rests on capitalist foundations and that the offshoring of recyclable materials can lead to environ-
mental justice problems:

Circular economy has however been critiqued for still building on a capitalist system where more and more
natural resources and ecosystem services are commodified […] The export of recyclable waste to non-EU
countries raises concerns whether the recycling of materials is done in countries with similar or lower environ-
mental standards, something which can harm both humans and the environment.

The latter quote can be interpreted as SSNC embracing a relational critique of circular economy,
highlighting the relationships between consumers and the workers and communities affected by
waste management in geographically distant places (McLaren, Niskanen, and Anshelm 2020). This
perspective has tended to be neglected in the mainstream circular economy discourse as the impli-
cations for people elsewhere is often treated as secondary to implications for consumers and the
environment (ibid). We will now turn to another relational aspect we identified in the material,
namely DIY repair as an empowering and collective practice.

4.2.3. DIY repair as an empowering and collective practice
Beside the environmental gains from engaging in DIY repair, a second key rationale is that DIY repair
can be empowering. Both in interviews with SSNC representatives and in the official campaign
material, it is highlighted how DIY repair is regarded as something which can bring joy and a
sense of accomplishment (Figure 3). Here citizens are not just passive consumers, instead they are
active co-creators who get to acquire new skills: “I believe that one also gains knowledge when
repairing a thing, as opposed to letting someone else do it for you” (Volunteer B). Arguably, the dis-
semination of repair skills generates greater citizen control over material goods.

Moreover, the practice of DIY repair is an occasion for collective repair making, where repairing is
not only about mending or fixing an item but also about sharing the experience with others. As
expressed by one of the volunteers: “I believe one should emphasize that repairing things is a
social and enjoyable activity, and that you feel that you are contributing to something good” (Vol-
unteer C). Hence, Fix the Stuff does not only offer an opportunity for re-skilling but also for strength-
ening community ties. Indeed, because DIY repair typically occurs outside formal market exchange
and economic transactions, it could be argued that this facilitates the development of non-commer-
cial relations and values. Moreover, as DIY repair does not hinge on economic exchange mediated by
money, this also provides opportunities for lower income groups:

This thing with environmental issues and the environmental movement, it becomes labelled as a question for
the middle or upper classes who have money and time for consuming consciously. But when it comes to not
consuming or consuming less, going to a clothing swap or mending meet-up, that’s actually something every-
one can be involved in, depending on time, of course. (Volunteer D)

Therefore, by creating possibilities also for those with fewer financial means to take part in sustain-
able consumption activities, the Fix the Stuff campaign appeals to social justice. But even if DIY repair
is not predicated on a high income, lack of time to engage with the practice poses more fundamental
questions about waged and non-waged work. We will now turn to these questions.

4.2.4. Visions of a post-work society?
Among our interviewees, a frequently discussed problem with DIY repair is that to engage with the
practice requires substantial individual commitment and time. This was seen as especially challen-
ging for those living modern, busy lives: “If you are living here [a suburb] you are maybe commuting
to work in Stockholm for 2 ½ hours every day. It takes quite a commitment to prioritize and have the
energy to repair things” (Volunteer E). Therefore, as discussed by two of the volunteers, to take up
DIY repair implies more fundamental lifestyle-changes: “I firmly believe in a four-day work-week so
that you have more time for repairing and to ‘breathe’” (Volunteer F). “It can take time to repair and
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maintain things. It takes a new way of thinking, which is a transition that takes a long time” (Volun-
teer G). Beside the time aspect, several of the interviewees also considered that there is a general lack
of knowledge of how to carry out DIY repair.

These concerns about lack of time and skills to engage in DIY repair reflect deeper questions con-
cerning de-skilling and the centrality of waged work in modern capitalist societies, questions raised
by advocates for “post-work” (Graziano and Trogal 2017). With the campaign’s emphasis on how the
practice of repairing is joyful and empowering, this could be viewed as a step towards also valuing
other forms of non-waged work.

4.3. Case 2: the Fixotek municipal DIY repair spaces in Gothenburg

4.3.1. Background
In 2017 the City of Gothenburg opened up four DIY repair spaces under the name of “Fixotek”,
located in different parts of the city. These are spaces where anyone can come free of charge to
repair or remake their things – electronics, clothes, bicycles or furniture – borrow tools, get practical
help and develop repair skills collaboratively. There is also a “swap corner”where visitors can hand in
and take away items.

The Fixotek spaces were initially part of a three-year “innovation project”, led by the City of
Gothenburg in collaboration with the regional tenants association, local civil society organisations
and Chalmers University of Technology, and funded primarily through government innovation
and research agencies (Energimyndigheten 2019a). When the project formally ended in 2019, the

Figure 3. Flyer stating: “Sure, shopping can be fun. But to take care of the things and clothes you own often brings greater
satisfaction over a longer period of time.” Photo: Gustav Kruse/Naturskyddsföreningen.
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Fixotek spaces were reshaped. Three of them are nowmanaged by a municipal housing company7 in
collaboration with the local municipal administration, and a fourth is run by a local non-profit
organisation.

Two of the three municipally managed Fixotek spaces employ paid staff as well as, to varying
degrees, people in job training and volunteers. All three municipal Fixotek spaces have scheduled
opening hours, varying from three to five days a week. They are located in the post-war housing
developments of Hammarkullen, Biskopsgården and Rannebergen, which are home to a multicul-
tural group of tenants.8 The NGO-managed Fixotek space is entirely run by volunteers, has more
restricted opening hours and is located in the inner-city district of Majorna, which is designated
“an ecological district”.

4.3.2. Reduced consumption – through repair, remake and sharing
The rationale for the Fixotek concept, as communicated by the municipality, is: “It should be easier to
repair, borrow, swap and remake things: simply to consume more sustainably” (Göteborgs Stad
2020). The idea of the Fixotek spaces was developed collaboratively during an open meeting
arranged by the City in collaboration with the Cirkulära Göteborg (Circular Gothenburg) network.
One of the initiators explains how the initiative fitted well into the municipality’s priorities: accelerate
the circular economy, promote sustainable consumption and reduce waste. She and her colleagues
further explain how they saw that a creative way to work with the circular economy and waste pre-
vention is to promote repair, remaking and sharing. As she puts it: “it needs to be easy, obvious and
attractive for people to be circular consumers” (Official H). This means moving away from the role of
being a passive consumer in a linear flow to become a circular consumer, where you increasingly
care for, repair and share products. Several of the interviewees emphasise that a shift to more circular
consumption patterns requires changes not only in production and infrastructural systems, but also
in behaviour and social norms. It is stressed that for behaviour to change, repairing together and
establishing physical meeting places are essential (Energimyndigheten 2019a).

At the same time, however, it is recognised that the work on reducing consumption and promot-
ing DIY repair is not entirely uncontroversial. Another public official explains the tensions within the
municipality:

In my department we obviously think that we need to reduce the level of consumption. We know that the Over-
shoot Day in Sweden […] when we have consumed all our resources, is the 2nd of April. So we need to reduce
consumption, but this could be in conflict obviously with the department of business, which is trying to promote
and help companies to grow. And in the city budget and strategic business programme they talk about sustain-
able growth, but what is sustainable growth? (…) That is the conflict I think. (Official I)

4.3.3. A social meeting place that empowers citizens
Another, less controversial, goal articulated in the setting up of the Fixotek spaces is to create social
meeting places that not only empower citizens through strengthening their practical and organis-
ational skills, but also support general community building, well-being and social inclusion. The
idea is that these repair and reuse centres can function as hubs for different activities, social inno-
vation, job training and the creation of new jobs (Energimyndigheten 2019a). This has also been
the case in practice. Several of the interviewees describe how the Fixotek spaces serve as important
meeting places, where people can socialise without spending money. This is particularly important
for young people and weaker socioeconomic groups, as explained by one person who has worked at
several of the spaces:

People that have difficulties in their life, or have had addiction problems, they can gain a lot from these types of
spaces. One can receive clothes, or food in the case of Majorna and Bergsjön where there is a solidarity fridge,
but also companionship. (Official J)

The Fixotek spaces have also become hubs for other activities: as just mentioned, some of them have
come to incorporate “solidarity fridges”,9 for a period there was a free shop and a toy library, and
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they have also become hosts for homework support for youths, women’s support groups, bicycle
schools, etc. Apart from being social meeting places where citizens can acquire new skills and be
empowered on an individual level, the Fixotek idea is to make it easier for citizen groups to initiate
and organise different activities, to mobilise and to find their own solutions. They might even take
over a Fixotek space and adapt it to fit local needs, or set up new Fixotek units. For this purpose, the
city has developed a handbook with easy to grasp information and tips on how groups can set up a
Fixotek space (Energimyndigheten 2019b). The graphic material is freely available for use by anyone
(see Figure 4). One of the officials explains: “Previously we used to work on spreading information
but now we are more working on mobilising and activating residents, co-creating and for residents
to create their own solutions” (Official H).

4.3.4. Infrastructure for an inclusive, attractive, low-carbon city
One of the aims of the Fixotek spaces has been the creation of a more extensive infrastructure of
local spaces for sharing, repair and reuse. The initiating group was inspired by repair workshops
run by municipalities in other parts of Scandinavia and the project is described as a “service
concept” for the future (Energimyndigheten 2019b). The idea is to multiply the Fixotek spaces
and encourage municipal departments, as well as other actors, to set up new Fixotek units or
similar service concepts. One of the officials describes a vision of the future:

Yeah (…) imagine if we had Fixotek spaces in every neighbourhood, that it would grow like that. (…) I see this as
the next step in the logistical structure around products, I mean that there is an accessible space for everyone to
repair their things, swap, or share. (Official J)

In a similar way official H argues that “in each neighbourhood there should be possibilities for
sharing, repairing and reuse”. However, this can be solved in different ways – with the involvement
of the municipality, NGOs or the private sector. She continues:

From a socioeconomic perspective it is beneficial to be able to repair things yourself, fix your bike for instance.
And if you can get help and tools for DIY repair perhaps more people will choose this option, instead of just

Figure 4. Fixotek graphic material with the subtitle “Repair, borrow, swap and build!”. Graphics and image by Where is my pony.
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buying the service. However, this doesn’t suit everyone, so you need commercial repair services as well. So we
need a mix, it is not about either or. (Official H)

However, there are different perspectives on who is to fund and manage open repair spaces. Several
of the interviewees point out that it is not possible to rely solely on civil society and volunteers to
organise these forms of spaces. They argue this can work in some districts, where the residents
are well-educated and organised, but in districts that are socio-economically weaker the municipality
or possibly some other large organisation, needs to be engaged in order to ensure stability. Several
of the interviewees also point out that the fact that the Fixotek spaces are physical spaces and easily
accessible to local residents is important in order to reach broader segments of society (Figure 5).

One of the Fixotek staff, employed by the municipal housing company, emphasises that the
company is in this for the long run and that the Fixotek spaces have so many local users and are
much appreciated by the residents: “We are just in the beginning of this – there is an enormous
development potential in this” (Employee K). He further explains that the Fixotek space and a so-
called activity house for different associations “are like our crown jewels, things we display as attrac-
tive parts of the neighbourhood”.

The fact that the Fixotek spaces combine several municipal goals and areas of responsibility –
waste management, sustainable living, community, youth, social inclusion – is perhaps one of its
success factors, but it also makes it difficult to coordinate funding, management and responsibility
for these cross-sectoral operations. However, it is pointed out that the EU Action Plan for Circular
Economy (European Commission 2020) and coming national and European legislation related to cir-
cular economy and producer responsibility will make repair and sharing spaces even more important
and make it less controversial for the municipality to engage in spaces that promote repair and cir-
cular consumption patterns.

5. Concluding discussion

Returning to our research questions, we will here discuss: What are the repair organisers’ visions for
society and what is the role of the citizen-consumer in these? How can these visions and roles be

Figure 5. Fixotek Majorna. Photo: Kretslopp och vatten, City of Gothenburg.
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understood in relation to the circular economy discourse(s)? Finally, we will reflect on what our
analysis of community repair means in relation to the distribution of power and equity in the circular
economy.

5.1. Reducing consumption through the caring and repairing owner

Our two case studies show several common traits in the visions that are being articulated. Firstly,
there is a strong emphasis on a society characterised by reduced and shared consumption.
Through promotion of DIY repair, including the sharing of skills and tools, both cases work
towards the broad aim of reducing material consumption and minimising waste. Relating this to
the circular economy discourse, the cases emphasise the importance of not only getting material
“into the loop”, as is often emphasised by mainstream interpretations (Kirchherr, Reike, and
Hekkert 2017), but also of slowing down the loop through caring, repairing and remaking.

In the mainstream circular economy discourse, the role of the consumer is often described as
shifting away from being an owner of a product to being a purchaser of a service (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation 2013; Hobson and Lynch 2016; Poppelaars, Bakker, and van Engelen 2018). In contrast to
this, the consumer, as envisioned in our case studies, is mainly an owner of products, but an owner
who cares for, repairs, remakes and, to some extent, shares his/her products. This in turn implies con-
sumption and ownership of fewer products. The repair organisers acknowledge the role and impor-
tance of also being service purchasers, but the case studies show an emphasis on the role of the
consumer as a caring and repairing owner. Both case studies highlight that this role needs to be
coupled with a shift in social norms around consumption, as well as the development of a collective
infrastructure for repair (Hobson 2019).

5.2. Making sustainable consumption relevant for all

Our case studies stress that one of the intentions behind the promotion of repair is to further sus-
tainable consumption practices that are accessible for all. Several studies have shown that sustain-
able consumption tends to be framed as something that primarily engages eco-oriented,
educated, middle-class ethnic majorities (Bradley 2009; MacGregor, Walker, and Katz-Gerro 2019).
Well-aware of this tendency, the repair organisers are consciously working to promote forms of sus-
tainable consumption that go beyond green consumerism and that are relevant for broader groups,
particularly the less well off. The interviewees point out that the Fixotek spaces have been particu-
larly useful for marginalised groups and young people. In contrast to the parts of the repair move-
ment which organise online (sharing DIY tutorials etc.), the Fixotek organisers stress the importance
of free and collective physical spaces in order to reach out more widely. The vision, as articulated by
some of the Gothenburg officials, is to develop an infrastructure of community repair spaces in every
neighbourhood. This could indeed make repair and circular consumption more socially inclusive.

5.3. DIY repair as empowerment and as seeds of a post-work society

Another central aspect of the societal vision of the community repair organisers is to promote
empowerment. It is emphasised that DIY repair contributes to well-being, and when performed col-
lectively, strengthens community and social ties. The Fixotek spaces are further imagined as vehicles
for broader forms of collective empowerment, self-organisation and the creation of new spaces, or
other citizen-led initiatives. In one of the Fixotek-reports, it is also pointed out that these spaces can
contribute to job training and internships (Energimyndigheten 2019a, 11), however contributing to
new employment possibilities is not a theme being emphasised by the interviewees. Rather, it is non-
market repair practices that are being promoted.

The Fix the Stuff campaign incorporates more or less explicit visions of new forms of work. Some
of the interviewees question society’s current emphasis on wage labour and they see DIY repair as a
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way of rethinking dominant notions of work, where non-waged work and non-monetary forms of
exchange come to play more important roles. This resonates with visions of a “post-work” society
(Graziano and Trogal 2017) and suggests that a society based on repair and maintenance is likely
to necessitate changes in current norms of waged work as well as in what is perceived as socially
useful work. Such questioning is largely absent from the mainstream circular economy discourse.

5.4. Community repair – towards a more socially inclusive circular economy

The Fix the Stuff campaign contains an explicit critique of the circular economy and its reliance on
growth and commodification of natural resources. However, in the case of the Fixotek spaces, the
organisers do not position themselves in opposition to the circular economy, but rather argue
that they are part of a circular economy through enabling circular consumption in practice. Never-
theless, our case studies elucidate how large environmental NGOs and local public officials are
working towards another form of circularity that is not based on a green growth narrative. Commu-
nity and DIY repair, as interpreted through our case studies, entail a vision of a circular, low-impact
society that differs from the mainstream circular economy discourse in several ways. The articulated
vision of a society built around repair, reuse and sharing, with empowered citizens who increasingly
self-organise and live well with lower wages, bears more resemblance to degrowth and post-growth
perspectives than to green growth interpretations of the circular economy. Indeed, our cases rep-
resent a different circular future, resembling Bauwens, Hekkert, and Kirchherr’s (2020) “bottom-up
sufficiency” scenario, with a circular economy that is more equitable and freer from large-scale cor-
porate control.

With this paper, we wish to draw attention to the different ways repair practices – assumed to be
increasing – can be performed in the future circular economy. The argument here is not against cor-
porate-managed repair, indeed this will also be necessary, but against large-scale corporate after-
market control and the tying up of consumers through subscriptions and service agreements at
successively rising prices (Graziano and Trogal 2019; van der Velden 2020, 2021). We argue that
policy makers and NGOs need to be wary of this and make space for community and DIY repair
to ensure that citizens maintain power over products and repair. One example is the EU Circular
Economy Action Plan (European Commission 2020), which is taking steps to safeguard community
repair by placing greater responsibility on producers to provide information on the lifespan of pro-
ducts and to ensure new horizontal material rights for consumers. These types of policies are impor-
tant given that DIY repair is dependent on manufacturers producing repairable and durable
products in the first place, as well as providing the necessary information, tools and spare parts.
However, our case studies illustrate that municipalities and NGOs can also play crucial roles in pro-
moting DIY community repair, and the skills needed for it, through the provision of open digital and
physical DIY repair infrastructure. To conclude, community repair is not only about fixing broken stuff
and reducing waste, but about building social relations, empowering people and creating space for
non-consumerist forms of citizenship to develop.

Notes

1. See for instance https://www.ifixit.com/Manifesto, retrieved October 1, 2020.
2. See Ellen MacArthur foundation website: https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy-diagram,

retrieved October 21, 2021. In an earlier version of the diagram (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2013, 24), maintain-
ing was attributed to the user, but this has been changed in later versions.

3. For instance corporations as H&M and IKEA are situating repair services visibly in their flagship stores and store
windows in Sweden 2020.

4. https://www.ifixit.com/Right-to-Repair/Intro, retrieved November 12, 2020.
5. See https://www.naturskyddsforeningen.se/fixagrejen/, retrieved 27 October, 2020.
6. From the campaign video https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V1fhzj_re4A&feature=emb_title, retrieved 27

October, 2020.
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7. For the housing company Bostadsbolaget’s description of its three Fixotek units, see https://bostadsbolaget.se/
for-hyresgaster/fixoteket/, retrieved Oct 22, 2020.

8. Ibid.
9. These are public fridges with leftover food, organised by the network Solikyl working for a gift economy, see

https://solikyl.se/about/, retrieved 22 October 2020.
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