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W ithin the EU, public sector organisations spend two tril-
lion euros annually, accounting for 14 % of EU GDP (Eu-

ropean Commission 2021). In Denmark, public procurement 
accounts for approx. 50 billion euros annually (Konkurrence- 
og Forbrugerstyrelsen, 2021). In general, “Denmark has a well-
functioning procurement system that is quite advanced in its 
strategic dimension, as it includes green, SME, social, and to 
lesser extent innovation criteria.” (DG for Regional and Urban 
Policy/PWC 2016, 53).

Green public procurement in Denmark was introduced in 
the late 1990s and today relies on centrally developed procure-
ment guidelines that focus on product properties and the use 
of eco-labels (Kristensen et al. 2021). Since the updated EU pro-
curement directive from 2016, GPP has become a more wide-
spread activity in Danish municipalities (Kristensen et al. 2021). 
In the fall of 2020, the Danish government published the strat-
egy “Green Procurement for a Green Future”, with the over-
all aim that “public procurement has significant lower climate 
impact and contributes to the Danish climate goals” (Regerin-
gen 2020).

Unfortunately, the Danish strategy for Green Procurement 
does not mention circular public procurement (CPP) at all. In 
this article, a brief outline is given of the Danish experiences 
with green public procurement (GPP), and then CPP is argued 
to be a necessary extension of the current understanding and 
practices regarding procurement in public institutions. Finally, 
a case analysis is made of a CPP project that highlights the ben-
efits of sustainable, circular procurement.

Status on green procurement

In January 2021, the Danish Competition and Consumer Au-
thority published an investigation of 1.914 public Danish EU 
tenders and found that 44 % mention words such as green and 
climate (Konkurrence- og Forbrugerstyrelsen 2021).

While ecolabels, ISO standards and total cost of ownership/
lifecycle costing are becoming more frequently used, the word 
circularity is mentioned in only one tender. Even though extend-
ing product lifetime (6) and reuse (71) are more commonly used 
terms, it becomes clear that circularity, durability, and reuse 
are not high on the agenda in the Danish procurement prac-
tices. This runs contrary to the climate mitigation plans of the 
government, as a major part of climate impacts are generated 
along the value chain.

The existing GPP practices focus on well-known, old circu-
lar criteria such as recycling of materials or reducing packaging 
(Kristensen et al. 2021). Less focus is on more ambitious circu-
lar practices such as reuse or means to prolong product lifetime.

Why circular procurement?

CPP is defined by the EU Commission as “the process by 
which public authorities purchase works, goods or services that 
seek to contribute to closed energy and material loops within 
supply chains whilst minimizing, and in the best case avoiding, 
negative environmental impacts and waste creation across their 
whole life-cycle” (European Commission, 2017).

Green procurement is a high priority both in businesses 
and in government. So far, CPP have not gotten the same atten-
tion. Therefore, to exemplify the broader potentials in CPP, the 
experiences from a specific CPP on school furniture is high-
lighted below.

In 2014, the Danish parliament decided to prolong school 
days and strengthen the teaching in different subjects. This 
generated challenges to the primary schools, since longer days 
also created new demands to the use of space and to pedagogi-
cal concepts. A Danish manufacturer of school furniture, Jens 
Højer, saw this challenge and was at the same time tired of pub-
lic tenders mainly giving attention to price. His company devel-
oped a concept focusing on long product lifetime, high quality 
materials, modular design to change and upgrade components, 
repair and maintenance, and a take-back system to reuse com-
ponents and materials. Further, social responsibility was con-
sidered by creating socio-economic workspaces for repair, and 
to involve the pupils in the maintenance (Højer Møbler 2015).

Around the same time, Aalborg Municipality decided to de-
velop a case of CPP of school furniture, which is among the 
first Danish tenders to give highest priority to circularity in the 
award criteria. Product warranty for both new and reused fur-
niture was included in the technical specifications, while the 
award criteria focused on circular economy (long lifetime, rep-
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arability, reuse etc.) (40 %), consultancy service (20 %), quality of 
provided solutions (20 %) and finally price (20 %). Market con-
sultations proved to be an important tool to develop the tender, 
and in general, market dialogue can be applied to create more 
innovative solutions in CPP (Huulgaard et al. 2022).

Three suppliers submitted offers, and after an assessment, 
the local manufacturer, Højer Møbler, was chosen. This was 
the first example of a furniture tender which altered focus from 
technical specifications of a specific product to consider the fur-
niture from a comprehensive perspective – as a learning en-
vironment. Other municipalities have also made circular pro-
curement of furniture, e. g. Hjørring and Aarhus have facili-
tated the reuse of existing furniture across the municipality in 
order to reduce the purchase of new furniture.

From products over services to system 
solutions

A change of focus beyond products and initial investment 
(as in GPP) makes it necessary to include the service dimen-
sion in the procurement process. Total cost of ownership in-
volves broader aspects of running costs, and service contracts 
can be used to create common benefits for both supplier and 
procurer. From an environmental perspective, service contracts 
make it possible to include durability, repair, and maintenance.

A review of the academic literature on product service sys-
tem (PSS) revealed that the “system” dimension of PSS was 
mostly understood as infrastructure (Kristensen/Remmen 
2019), for example by facilitating product take-back systems. 
The case of school furniture versus learning environments il-
lustrates that rethinking the procurement’s purpose can help 
include several sustainability aspects such as improved wellbe-
ing and less sickness among teachers and students or improved 
learning outcomes for the students. These benefits have not 
been investigated and evaluated systematically so far, but indi-
cators are pointing in this direction.

The differences of procuring and selling a product, a service 
or a systemic solution have implications for the criteria in the 
tenders. Product relates to the properties of furniture itself such 
as price, design, quality, and environmental labelling, while the 
service is supplemented with new ownership models, services 
in use as well as durability and maintenance. In a product-ser-
vice system, flexibility and user values become important crite-
ria, with the focus on the social wellbeing of users.

While GPP has been implemented in Danish procurement 
through eco-labels, CPP has yet to become institutionalised. 
Advancing CPP in Denmark requires efforts within three ar-
eas that can be defined as a new 3P:
❚	 Policy: Public organisations need to translate policy objec-

tives and strategies to specific procurement targets and 
plans to provide guidance and incentives for the procurers

❚	 Projects: As CPP is understood as something new in Dan-
ish PP, public organisations need to initiate experiments 
and projects related circularity in procurement

❚	 Potentials: To support CPP, public organisations need to ex-
plore the potentials of CPP by supporting change agents 
within the organisation and explore innovative circular so-
lutions in collaboration with the market
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