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RESILIENCE TEST

How does Swapfiets' product-service-system oriented business model complement their goal to become 100 % circular? 

THE PROBLEM - THE LINEAR ECONOMY THE SOLUTION - THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY

SWOT ANALYSIS

CASE STUDY

PARTNERSHIPS

PRODUCT-SERVICE-SYSTEMS

SUMMARY

In 2020, the EU produced 225 million tonnes of waste [1]. 23 percent of that waste ended up in landfills, buried under the ground. 27

percent was incinerated whereby energy from the burning process is sometimes recovered, but not always. Thus, 50 percent of

products consumed in Europe lose almost all their value after use and are reduced to their lowest nutrient level, with incineration of

waste being the prime example. Such treatment of resources and the value we ascribe to a product across its lifetime is rooted in the

logic of linear economy, which is guided by a “make-use-dispose” rational [2]. In the linear economy, value is lost along the material

chain as a sacrifice for better, newer, and cheaper products. Hence, consumers acquire a short-lived product at its highest value, make

use of it, and dispose of it once it has lost its value, turning it into waste. In the last decade, the voices calling for better resource

performance grew louder and louder at the signs of resource depletion [3]. Activated by the negative effects of the linear economy, a

new way of thinking about value creation emerged - the circular economy. 

The logic of the circular economy (CE) is illustrated in the remaining 50 percent of waste treatment that the EU already makes use of.

Instead of disposing of products at the end of their service life, they are turned into resources for other goods, with the ultimate goal to

close resource loops [2; 14]. With this new way of thinking about production goes along a new way of value creation, which offers

opportunities to overcome linear production and consumption: 1) Power of Inner Circles, 2) Power of Circling Longer, 3) Power of
Cascade Use, and 4) Power of Pure Circles.  In addition to the CE principles, there are three different innovation types for BMC

adoption, which each target different segments of the CANVAS business model [4]. First, companies that follow a downstream
approach focus on innovations concerning their revenue model and customer interface. Second, firms can adopt an upstream
approach whereby they incorporate circular innovations in design practices and collaboration with suppliers  Lastly, a fully circular
approach is adopted when both upstream and downstream BMC innovations are employed. Ultimately, CE alters the logic of value

creation and the underlying production and consumptions systems tied to it [5]. Hence, a shift towards a CE necessitates a shift in

current business models, which is considered one of the key enablers of a CE [3; 5; 6; 7].

The segment identified as having the highest circular economy potential is the

complex, medium-lived product segment [3]. For that reason, this research

takes a closer look at the scale-up company Swapfiets, which offers its

customers to rent bikes for a fixed monthly fee (incl. repairs and maintenance)

whereby the ownership of the bikes remains with the company, which is

considered a promising route for achieving circularity [10]. 

Product-Service Systems (PSS) entail the servitization of manufacturing [8]. In

such systems the service and associated value proposition, instead of the

product) become centric to the organisation. It can be distinguished between

three different PSS categories [9]. First, product-oriented PSS whereby a

company sells a product and the associates services (e.g., maintenance and/or

consulting). Second, use-oriented PSS, which means that firms sell the

accessibility to a product without transferring the ownership through renting,

leasing, and/or sharing. Third, result-oriented PSS, which entails that the

company retains ownership and only sells the results of the product. 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS

Close relationships with suppliers

Standardisation facilitates repair

efficiency 

PSS promotes flexibility for users

Incentivising high quality among all

parties involved

Sharing of knowledge

Loss of control 

Limited portfolio of products

No options for personalisation

Overhead costs 

Dependency on partnerships 

Circular network that reinforces

innovation

Feedback loops through closer

relationships 

Higher costs for customers, amplifying

the social cost of excluding people

with low income

Higher emissions from returning parts

to manufacturers due to pay-for-use

approach 

To conclude, Swapfiets business model, which is based on product-service-system design is a promising route to full circularity. This

journey, however, cannot be undertaken by one company alone but depends on a network that is efficiently integrated and

complements each other. Hence, in CE partnerships become a central component and should be strategically embedded in

companies’ business model, potentially through PSS relationships. Yet, sustainability is a complex matter and circularity is not a one-

stop solution but part of the change necessary to face today’s challenges. Therefore, business models that strive for circularity need to

consider the broader picture and evaluate the trade-offs that come with certain choices, taking a systemic view [13]. 

Swapfiets needs to deal with limited control over parts of its product (e.g., tires) and invest heavily in the relationships with its suppliers.

Moreover, this research points out that circularity is a concept that focuses largely on the supply chain of a company and to some extent

the value proposition and value design. This focus, however, holds the risk of neglecting other parts of the business model. One main

characteristic is the lack of ownership of the product for customers or parts of the product for the company. This implies that the

product always returns to its owner which is associated with increased transportation emissions. Moreover, subscribing to Swapfiets

service is relatively expensive, compared to owning a bike. Hence, this business model does not take into account the social cost of

users who are not able to pay for such service. 

Close relationships with suppliers are highly important in a circular economy [11]. This is emphasised by the challenges that adopting a

PSS oriented business model entails. Combined with the company's expansion motives, the need to take a leading role in organising

resource flows must be an objective [12]. Companies that employ a PSS approach limit their direct control over production practices

and, hence, need to compensate for this loss of control through managing close-knit partnerships with suppliers. Swapfiets strong

environmental brand image and recognition among environmentally concerned consumers can be an advantage in taking on a

leading role in its network, motivating its partners to join the movement towards circularity.

Swapfiets business model shows high resilience to outside risks, such as the Corona Pandemic. Meaning, its value proposition of

flexible micro-transportation falls under the category of necessary shops, which allows the company to continue operating. Moreover,

biking is an independent way of transportation that does not depend on other energy but body strength. Thus, it is also not affected by

changes in oil prices due to international conflicts. Hence, the flexibility the business model offers to customers is reflected in the

company's resilience towards external risks. 
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“Swapfiets is on a mission. Not just to provide our members with an environmentally friendly way to navigate the world, crush our collective

carbon footprint, have fewer cars on the road or keep our bodies moving. But to encourage the world to adopt a new way of thinking and using -

through circularity.” [15] 
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METHODOLOGY

To answer the two questions stated above, a qualitative approach in the form of document research was chosen. Therefore, documents containing information about the case study (i.e., company under study)

were analysed and interpreted by connecting it to the insights from the systematic literature review. First, the data collection entailed retrieving information on the case through the company’s website, press

releases, social media channels, and news articles featuring the company. Next, the framework obtained in the literature review was applied to the collected data, always going back to the research question to

ensure an efficient analysis. Hence, the analysis was an iterative process going back and forth between the case material and relevant literature to make connections and ultimately answer the research question

adequately. 

SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW

Step 1: Decide on case study and associated business model.

Step 2: Initial research on the case study in media literature.

Step 3: Keyword search on Google Scholar to identify relevant academic literature guided by media literature (e.g., circular economy, product-service-system, etc.).

Step 4: Scanning and categorising academic literature based on connection and relevance to case study and drawing first connections .

Step 5: Subsequent search for academic research (more goal-oriented) partly based on reversed snowballing approach (i.e., checking references of already discovered literature) to identify prior conceptual

models of CE. 


