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The circular office: A sustainable 
blueprint for the future

BY ROB KUBIAK  |  FEBRUARY 2025

As businesses increasingly prioritize sustainability, the 
concept of the circular economy has emerged as a 
transformative force across industries. In the world of 
workplace design, this approach is materializing in the 
form of the circular office – a forward-thinking, eco-
conscious workspace that minimizes waste, maximizes 
resource efficiency, and fosters adaptability. Delve into 
the principles of the circular office, how to achieve it, 
and its potential to reshape the future of workplace 
environments. 

What is a circular office? 

At its core, a circular office applies the principles of the 
circular economy to physical workspaces. It emphasizes 

designing spaces, systems, and materials to be reused, 
refurbished, and recycled, effectively closing the loop 
on resource consumption. This model stands in stark 
contrast to the traditional linear approach of “take, 
make, waste,” where resources are consumed and 
discarded with little regard for their lifecycle. 

By implementing circular principles, offices can: 

	■ Reduce their environmental footprint. 

	■ Extend the life of furnishings and materials. 

	■ Create adaptable, future-ready spaces. 

A study by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation highlights 
the potential of circular economy practices to reduce 



CO2 emissions by 45 percent globally. In the workplace 
context, this could significantly reduce energy, material, 
and waste-related impacts. 

The key components of a circular office 

Achieving a circular office requires an integrated 
approach that spans design, construction, operations, 
and end-of-life management. Here are the 
foundational components: 

1.	 Design for longevity and flexibility: Circular 
design prioritizes durability and adaptability. 
Furniture and layouts should be modular, allowing 
for reconfiguration as needs evolve. For instance, 
demountable walls and adjustable desks can 
transform a meeting room into a collaborative 
workspace or individual focus pods. 

2.	 Material selection and reusability: Choosing 
sustainable and recyclable materials is crucial. 
Offices should favor: 

	▪ Non-toxic, renewable resources (e.g., FSC-
certified wood). 

	▪ Materials with high recyclability, such as steel or 
aluminum. 

3.	 	Waste reduction and resource efficiency: Circular 
offices aim to minimize waste during construction, 
renovation, and daily operations. Strategies include: 

	▪ Designing out waste: Prefabricated elements 
and precise material ordering reduce excess. 

	▪ Recycling on-site: Separate waste streams for 
office materials ensure maximum recoverability. 

According to the World Green Building Council, up 
to 30 percent of construction materials are typically 
wasted. By adopting circular practices, this waste 
can be significantly reduced. 

4.	 Sustainable energy and technology: Energy 
efficiency and renewable sources are cornerstones 
of the circular office. Implementing smart 
technologies such as IoT-enabled lighting, HVAC 
systems, and occupancy sensors can optimize energy 
use while reducing waste. 

5.	 Furniture-as-a-service (FaaS): Instead of 
purchasing furniture outright, some companies are 
adopting FaaS models, leasing items that can be 
returned, refurbished, and reused. This approach 
extends product lifecycles and reduces waste. 

Steps to build a circular office 

Transitioning to a circular office involves careful 
planning and collaboration with stakeholders. Here’s a 
step-by-step guide: 

	■ Step 1: Audit existing resources: Before redesigning, 
assess your current inventory: 

	▪ Identify items that can be refurbished or reused. 

	▪ Determine areas where waste can be reduced 
(e.g., paper usage, disposable plastics). 

	■ Step 2: Engage circular partners: Work with 
suppliers and manufacturers that embrace circular 
principles. Many companies now offer take-back 
schemes for old furniture or provide products 
designed for disassembly and recycling. 

	■ Step 3: Design for circularity: Collaborate with 
architects and designers to incorporate modular 
elements and sustainable materials into the 
workspace. The design should also consider: 
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	▪ Flexibility: Spaces that can adapt to changing 
team sizes and activities. 

	▪ End-of-life planning: Ensuring all materials can 
be reused or recycled. 

	■ Step 4: Implement smart technologies: Introduce 
IoT devices and sensors to monitor energy usage, 
waste levels, and occupancy patterns. These tools 
provide data that can inform sustainability efforts 
and optimize resource use. 

	■ Step 5: Educate employees: A successful circular 
office requires buy-in from the workforce. Offer 
training on: 

	▪ Proper recycling practices. 

	▪ The importance of minimizing waste. 

	▪ Using shared resources responsibly. 

Benefits of the circular office 

1.	 	Environmental impact: By reducing waste 
and emissions, circular offices contribute to 

global sustainability goals. This aligns with the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
particularly Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and 
Production. 

2.	 	Cost savings: While initial investments may be 
higher, circular practices often lead to long-term 
savings. Durable materials and reduced waste 
management costs improve financial sustainability.

3.	 	Enhanced employee well-being: Sustainable 
spaces often incorporate biophilic design, 
improved air quality, and ergonomic furniture, 
boosting employee health and productivity. 

Looking ahead: the future of circular offices 

As awareness of climate change grows, circular offices 
will become the standard rather than the exception. 
Companies that adopt these principles now will position 
themselves as leaders in sustainability, innovation, and 
corporate responsibility. 

The transition to a circular economy is no longer 
optional; it is a necessity. By embracing the circular 
office, businesses can pave the way for a more 
sustainable, resilient, and prosperous future. 

Rob Kubiak is vice 
president of Research, 
Systems & Innovation at 
Wurkwel Ventures, LLC.
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