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WHAT DESIGN CAN DO IS LAUNCHING THE  
MAKE IT CIRCULAR CHALLENGE IN PARTNERSHIP 
WITH IKEA FOUNDATION. THIS GLOBAL DESIGN 
COMPETITION FOCUSES ON BUILDING A CIRCULAR 
SOCIETY IN ORDER TO COMBAT CLIMATE CHANGE 
AND TACKLE THE DEVASTATING EFFECTS OF WASTE 
AND POLLUTION.

WE INVITE DESIGNERS, CREATIVE ENTREPRENEURS 
AND STARTUPS FROM AROUND THE WORLD TO 
SUBMIT IDEAS AND INNOVATIONS THAT RADICALLY 
RETHINK OUR WAY OF LIFE: FROM WHAT WE EAT 
AND WEAR, TO WHY WE BUY AND HOW WE BUILD.  
USING THE POWER OF DESIGN, WE CAN MAKE A 
CIRCULAR FUTURE MORE ACCESSIBLE FOR ALL.

00 WHAT DESIGN CAN DO
MAKE IT CIRCULAR
CHALLENGE
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01 “CIRCULARITY” 
IN JAPAN: AN 
IMPORTED WORD

“Circularity” and its associated words in Japan is often under-
stood as an aggregation of techniques related to reduction of 
waste, rather than a paradigm shift of the way we live on earth. 

While Japan’s Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry published 
a report called Circular Economy Vision 2020, differentiating 3R 
from the circular economy and emphasizing economic aspects, 
the incentive for pursuing circularity for Japanese businesses 
remain in marketing and branding. Of the many frameworks and 
concepts related to sustainability, it’s SDGS, de-carbonization 
and de-plasticization that remain most popular and widespread. 

At the same time, there is an urgency to develop a more circular 
economy in Japan because the waste-to-energy systems have 
reached maximum efficiency in terms of waste volume reduc-
tion. Tokyo’s landfill, for example, will be reaching its capacity 
in the next generation. 

We need to find a common language to communicate ideas and 
principles behind circularity — one that is more familiar to Japan.  
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😀
02 SATOYAMA AS A LOCAL 

MODEL OF CIRCULARITY

Forty percent of Japan is covered by a unique production land-
scape called satoyama, meaning mountains near human settle-
ments. A typical satoyama consists of woodland, grassland, rivers, 
and rice paddies, which generate manifold blessings for humans. 
Living in harmony with nature is achieved by human activities 
that foster the landscape’s productivity and biodiversity. 

However, aging and a declining population have led to a decline 
in management of the satoyama, degrading its biodiversity and 
productivity. In addition, younger generation moving increasingly 
into cities means there is a lack of successors to inherit the 
wisdom of co-living and crafts. 

Policies and activities to regenerate the traditional landscape 
emerged after a book, Satoyama Capitalism, was published in 
2013. The book not only outlined the environmental and eco-
nomic values of satoyama but also an alternative way of living 
that is fulfilling and not dependent on monetary values. 

Circularity inspired by satoyama could be a starting point and 
inspiration for designers.  
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03 LONG HOURS IN CITIES 

CALL FOR CONVENIENCE 
AND FAST-PACED 
LIFESTYLE

A weekday of an average Japanese worker is packed. Japan has 
one of the longest average working hours in the world. Long hours 
and overtime in the 1980’s economic bubble promised continuous 
economic profit and the practice continues to be the norm today. 

With many people living alone — in cities like Tokyo, 40-50% of 
homes are single households — there is a great need for conveni-
ence and efficiency. Products and services are often advertised 
with the word jitan, meaning time-saving.  

Citizens value items that are fast to prepare, such as obento (mi-
crowavable lunch boxes), osozai (pre-made dishes) in supermar-
kets, and daily necessities from the 100 yen (dollar) shops or 
convenience stores. These make practices such as slow cooking 
and repairing less attractive for the urban resident. Designers need 
to consider this lifestyle when designing for this local context.
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Where 
design is 
needed/ 
What 
design 
can do

�



WHAT DESIGN CAN DO 12 13MAKE IT CIRCULAR JAPAN

how we
eat

�

In 2020, 16.24 million tons of food were wasted 
in Japan. Of this, more than 5.22 million tons were 
edible food. Food waste in Japan is considered 
burnable and sent to waste-to-energy incinerators. 
This is especially the case for urban areas since 
there is no infrastructure for composting.  

From the industry-side, manufacturing and hospi- 
tality as named as the two main generators of food 
waste. Business customs favour strict regulation 
and aesthetic standards, leading to a lot of waste. 
Japan also does not have a culture of taking home 
leftovers from restaurants (doggy bags) due to 
strict regulations and control by government’s 
healthcare centers to avoid food poisoning and 
other health risks. Strict expiration dates, 
discarding leftovers and unused food have been 
named as main causes of household food waste.

Food waste and loss in Japan is often discussed 
with another domestic social issue, relative (child) 
poverty. Often an invisible issue, the relative poverty 
rate in Japan in 15.7% and on the rise. The weight 
of food loss per capita amounts to one bowl of rice 
everyday or total rice consumed annually, while 1 in 
7 children are living under relative poverty. Kodomo 
Shokudo, or the children’s cafeteria, was founded 
in 2012 as a response to this issue. The model has 
spread quickly since then, and the number of 
locations reached 4960 nationally since the 
pandemic. 

Parents and families have suffered lower incomes 
and unemployment due to the pandemic, and food 
prices are currently soaring in Japan due to 
unfavorable currency exchange rates. Reducing 
food waste and loss is therefore also key to food 
security in Japan. 

OPPORTUNITIES: INFORMING
 • Inform consumers when food products are actually 
no longer edible rather than allow them to base 
their decisions on arbitrary expiration dates

 • Share producers’ faces and personal stories of 
production so that consumers will be less inclined 
to throw away food  

OPPORTUNITIES: SHARING
 • Share the wisdom of older generations, such as 
food preservation methods and ways to use all 
parts of food

 • Help single-person households in cities, where 
neighbors are socially distant, share food within 
their communities

 • Incentivize/enable stores to share food leftover 
stock or nearing expiration dates with consumers 
without damaging their brands and price control 
systems 

OPPORTUNITIES: CREATING NEW VALUES
 • Design and brand fruit and vegetables so that 
producers and consumers will be less strict 
about aesthetics 

 • Connect food waste generators and businesses 
that could utilize the food waste

 • Create systems where consumers can adjust the 
amount of food they actually want and can 
consume when dining out
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�
how we
package

Japan is well known as a country with excessive 
packaging practices. According to a study on average 
household waste composition by Ministry of Environ- 
ment of Japan, 66% of household waste in 2022 
consisted of packaging. Plastic packaging accounts 
for the majority of the packaging waste. Japan ranks 
second in per capita single-use plastic in the world. 
Over 9 million tonnes of single-use plastic are discar- 
ded each year, which amounts to 37 kg per person. 

Apart from advertisement purposes and the way 
packaging protects the shape and freshness of 
goods, there is also a strong cultural preference for 
multiple layers of packaging. Reusing or reducing 
packaging could be seen as being “impolite” or 
“informal” and could send a message of being 
“cheap” toward consumers or guests. Individually 
packaged snacks also respond to the social need 
to be able to easily and hygienically share food with 
others for omotenashi (entertaining guests). This 
leads to a lot of individually-wrapped products.  
Small families and small living spaces also call for 
lots of small packages.

Furoshiki is an internationally recognized form of 
traditional Japanese packaging. This form of textile 
wrapping is versatile and its uses are diverse. More 
materials and forms exist, however. Wood, bamboo, 
leaves, hay, paper, and clay were all common 
packaging materials used for centuries before 
modernity. White wood, for example, was often 
used to package and present ritual offerings. It has 
a “pristine” image, and could therefore  perhaps 
compete with plastic. Dried or pickled leaves were 
used to wrap food because they have anti-bacterial 
functions, and therefore could be used to keep food 
dry and fresh, and add to taste. 

A challenge to reviving traditional alternative to 
synthetic materials is that these local and natural 
packaging materials and methods are not compatible 
with contemporary manufacturing realities. They 
also require a level of craftsmanship and knowledge 
that might be almost forgotten or lost to many.

OPPORTUNITIES: REVIVING
 • Create new forms of packaging inspired by 
traditional methods that utilize local materials 
such as wood, bamboo, hay, and leaves 

 • Use natural materials associated with religious 
rituals and purity to replace plastic’s image  of 
cleanliness 

 • Enable traditional packaging designs to be mass 
produced in modern manufacturing systems

 • Update the images of traditional packaging to fit 
the modern lifestyle, reframing “old-fashioned” 
design into “long-lasting”, “durable”, and 
“resilient” design

OPPORTUNITIES: REDUCING
 • Break the positive feedback loop of producers’ 
assumption and consumer preference for lots of 
packaging

 • Incentivize busy urban residents to bring their 
own containers to shops where possible
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how it 
could be 
done

TABETE
——————————————————————————
Similar to Too Good to Go, an app available 
in Europe and North America, this app allows 
shops to sell expiring or leftover food products. 
Consumers are able to reserve and pay via 
the app. The idea is to help shops eliminate 
food waste and sell stock, while consumers  
“rescue” food at a low price. There are issues 
with this app, because some shops use the 
platform as just another e-commerce channel 
and for marketing. There is therefore an 
opportunity for designers to improve upon 
the existing system. 
——————————————————————————
TYPE OF INITIATIVE FOOD SHARING APP
CREATIVE APPROACH USING TECHNOLOGY TO   
   INFORM AND CREATE 
   NEW VALUES
RE-ACTION  REUSE, RECONNECT
VALUE CHAIN(S) FOOD
KEY STAKEHOLDERS SMALL SHOPS, CONSUMERS
SOURCE  tabete.me



WHAT DESIGN CAN DO 18 19MAKE IT CIRCULAR JAPAN

�
ref./ 
learn 
more
JAPAN’S WASTE PROBLEM 
(ARTICLE)
https://www.nippon.com/en/features/h00300/

TSUTSUMU: THE ART OF JAPANESE 
PACKAGING, WRITTEN BY HIDEYUKI OKA 
(BOOK AND VIDEO)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c5yd1yjxlzw 

SATOYAMA CAPITALISM 
(INTERVIEW OF AUTHORS)
https://ourworld.unu.edu/en/from-money-capital-
ism-to-satoyama-capitalism

JUST ENOUGH: LESSONS IN LIVING GREEN 
FROM TRADITIONAL JAPAN, 
WRITTEN BY AZBY BROWN (BOOK)
https://www.amazon.co.jp/Just-Enough-Les-
sons-Traditional-English-ebook/dp/B00BOE155A
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partners
GLOBAL PARTNER

GLOBAL STRATEGIC PARTNERS

GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS

GLOBAL MEDIA PARTNERS

BRAZIL

INDIA

THE NETHERLANDS

MEXICO

JAPAN KENYA
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