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The following document presents two contrasting scenario narratives highlighting
the state of play of the European furniture sector in 2040. They are written in the
form of a reportage in a fictitious ‘European Circular Materials & Design Review’.
Both narratives are designed to explore possible futures under the framework of the
Ecodesign for Sustainable Products Regulation (ESPR) and related policy initiatives.
The first scenario narrative illustrates a vision in which a successful circular transi-
tion is achieved through coordinated regulation, innovation, and collaboration, in line
with the R-evolve proposal (in brief: “boldly ahead”).

The second scenario narrative presents a pathway, where fragmented governance and
missed opportunities prevent systemic change (“patchwork of unfinished change”).
Together, these scenario narratives are intended to provide orientation for discussions
within the emerging community of practice on strategic priorities and implementing
measures.

According to the work description in the R-evolve proposal (ST1.1.2, p. 31) this “lays
the foundation for the work in the project, particularly T1.2-T1.5, the pilots in WP3
and the large-scale implementation in WP5.”

The scenario process in ST1.1.2 was organised by the University of Applied Sciences Darm-
stadt, research group sofia. Authors: Silke Kleihauer and Martin Fiihr. Contributions from all
R-evolve partners have been included. The document was unanimously endorsed at the R-
evolve partners' meeting in Copenhagen on 10 September 2025.
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Europe Leads the Way
— a 2040 Snapshot of a Circular Furniture Sector

Reportage from the European Circular Materials & Design Review, July 2040

Brussels, July 2040

While two decades ago approximately 10 million tonnes of furniture waste had to be disposed of each
year, the European furniture sector is now a global benchmark for a Circular Economy (CE). This trans-
formation was neither accidental nor incremental - it was the result of a strategically coordinated effort
of all actors in the field. At its core lies a robust legal framework, established under the Ecodesign for
Sustainable Products Regulation (ESPR), which sets binding requirements for product longetivity, re-
pairability, recyclability, and transparency.

However, regulation alone was not sufficient. The shift was accelerated by targeted financial incentives,
eco-modulated Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes, and binding public procurement cri-
teria. Standardisation, aligned with ESPR requirements, has brought clarity and technical feasibility to
circular practices. Harmonised CE standards at EU and international levels now underpin the imple-
mentation of ESPR requirements across the sector, ensuring technical compatibility and legal clarity
throughout the internal market. Crucially, the rollout of the Digital Product Passport (DPP) established
the infrastructure needed for the trustworthy information exchange. Finally, a broad shift in mindset -
from designers and producers, to retailers and service providers in close interaction with customers -
has facilitated the establishment of a community of practice. This, in turn, laid the groundwork for a
transformation across every dimension of the sector - from material sourcing and product design, to
manufacturing systems and after-sales services unlocking new revenue streams.

Regulation and Market Alignment Drive Transformation

The change process gained momentum when forward-looking policymakers, supported by proactive
representatives from the furniture sector and civil society actors, forged a political consensus at EU
level. Building on the European Green Deal (2019), the New Circular Economy Action Plan (2020), and
the Clean Industrial Deal (2025), they worked jointly towards a delegated act for furniture under the
ESPR. The delegated act, which was finally introduced in the late 2020s, defined requirements i.a. for
reliability, repairability and traceability of products in clear and enforceable terms. In parallel, the de-
velopment and harmonisation of CE standards ensured technical clarity and feasibility, enabling com-
panies across Europe to apply these requirements consistently.

The regulatory framework also laid the foundation for transparency and traceability mechanisms. The
DPP enabled reliable, widely automated information exchange across the value chain, ensuring that
producers and retailers, as well as customers, were able to make informed decisions.

In parallel, the introduction of harmonised EPR schemes shifted incentives across the sector: Eco-mod-
ulated fees based on the performance of products driving competition among companies for environ-
mentally friendly products. This encouraged design improvements and investment in circular business
models. Producer Responsibility Organisations (PROs) established new service infrastructures for col-
lection, repair, reuse, and recycling.

Member States ensured that these rules were effectively enforced through market surveillance, cus-
toms controls, and oversight of online platforms. As enforcement tightened, international suppliers be-



gan adapting their practices to retain access to the EU market. In addition, public procurement incor-
porated ambitious criteria. Private enterprises aligned their procurement practices accordingly. To-
gether, these actors established new market conditions that rewarded European circular frontrunners.

Circular Materials as a New Industry Standard

One significant step concerned the availability and use of materials. Manufacturers took the lead in
adopting recycled and ‘safe and sustainable by design’ materials, supported by minimum requirements
for recycled content and binding information obligations, anticipating upcoming product requirements.
Retailers and recyclers reinforced this shift by creating demand and recovery systems, ensuring that
high-quality secondary components and materials became available at competitive prices. Financial in-
centives and targeted tax breaks reinforced these efforts, encouraging the use of secondary raw mate-
rials.

Industry associations acted as facilitators, engaging in establishing a comprehensive actor’ s network

that secured broad adoption of new material standards.

Today, designers and manufacturers can reliably access high-performance, circular-ready materials
that support long-lasting, modular products. The DPP, fully aligned with material standards, ensures
transparency of critical properties and provides reliable data for both design teams and customers. A
positive feedback loop has emerged: high-quality circular materials enable CE-oriented design, and CE-
oriented design supports greater reuse and recyclability across the product lifecycle.

Data-Driven Design and Lifecycle Intelligence

Driven by the DPP, a digital Circular Economy Information Platform has become the central nervous

system of the sector - not only due to regulation, but also thanks to the active engagement of actors

across the value chain. Manufacturers, designers, retailers, and service providers - including repair and

reuse actors - collaboratively create and maintain a digital profile for each product that travels and

evolves with the product throughout its lifecycle. This profile reflects their joint efforts to document

material composition, CE-oriented design principles, such as longevity, modularity and repairability -

information essential for after-sales services and recycling - as well as comprehensive lifecycle impacts.

Meanwhile, tiered access rights protect proprietary design details. This shared digital infrastruc-

tureempowers:

- Designers to actively select and simulate optimal material combinations based on the CE design
principles including ‘safe and sustainable by design’ criteria, eliminating problematic substances.

- Repair and refurbishment providers to deliver efficient services based on reliable and up-to-date
component data and technical documentation.

- Consumers, as well as public and private customers, to make informed choices and independently
verify product information.

- Authorities to perform targeted and efficient market surveillance.

Crucially, data stewardship has become an ongoing responsibility. Actors across the system routinely

update product information - e.g., after repairs, upgrades, or component changes - ensuring that lifecy-

cle data remains accurate and trustworthy.

This shift was made possible by joint investments in interoperability. With targeted support, many small

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) built the digital capacity required to engage with the DPP system

on an equal footing. What began as a compliance requirement has evolved into a strategic tool for

cooperation, fostering a culture of accountability, mutual trust, and long-term value creation.



Skills and Professional Transformation

Over the past decade, the shift towards circularity in the European furniture sector has gone hand in
hand with a transformation of workforce skills and professional roles. Early on, frontrunning manufac-
turers, service providers, and industry associations recognised that new business models would require
new competencies, ranging from designing modular products that can be easily and safely disassem-
bled for repair, reuse and recycling, to handling digital data and lifecycle management.

In response, these actors collaborated with vocational training organisations, universities, and public
authorities to develop targeted programmes and shared qualification frameworks. EU-supported alli-
ances helped to coordinate these efforts across Member States, ensuring mutual recognition of new
occupational profiles.

Particular attention was given to SMEs and repair networks, which received hands-on support through
local chambers of commerce, PROs, and innovation hubs. These initiatives have enabled thousands of
workers to build the capacities needed to engage in repair, reuse, remanufacturing, and circular logis-
tics.

Today, this circular skills infrastructure is widely established across Europe. Companies regard a trained
and certified workforce as a strategic asset - one that ensures circularity is not just a design principle,
but an operational reality embedded in everyday practice.

Manufacturing Innovation and Systemic Synergies

As regulatory pressure and data transparency have increased, the European furniture sector has re-
structured its production systems: manufacturers, recyclers, and material suppliers coordinated their
processes to ensure compatibility across the sector.

Public and private actors jointly shaped this shift. Governments aligned procurement rules, innovation
funding, and tax incentives and sustainable finance criteria under the EU Taxonomy with ESPR objec-
tives, while companies have leveraged these resources to modernise their facilities.

Engineers and production teams began using DPP-data to automate processes, refine material flows,
and directly connect design, production, after-sales, and end-of-life solutions. This collaborative push
has enabled the operationalisation of circular strategies such as repair, reuse, remanufacturing, and
recycling, reinforced by harmonised technical standards and material specifications.

Material suppliers and recyclers have scaled up the availability of high-quality materials that are fully
compliant with strict substance thresholds and designed to minimise health and environmental im-
pacts, making them compatible with a wide range of uses and products across the sector.

Logistics providers and reverse operators have played a crucial role in implementing these circular busi-
ness models, expanding their capacities to ensure the reliable collection, sorting, and reintegration of
components and materials across Europe. This was supported by incentives and regulatory require-
ments that prioritised material recovery over energy recovery. A robust and user-friendly infrastructure
for reverse logistics and second-use services ensures that circular solutions are accessible across re-
gions, including in rural and less connected areas.

Consumer Trust, Customer Behaviour and Market Pull
Today's changes in consumer attitudes are not the result of chance, but rather the deliberate efforts of
companies, regulators and service providers. Transparent product information and standardised eval-
uation schemes (e.g. for durability or CO,-footprint) have strengthened trust in circular furniture. Com-
panies have made circular practices accessible through convenient repair booking systems, upgrade
services, and well-communicated take-back programmes.
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Eco-modulated EPR fees have improved the price competitiveness of CE options. Meanwhile, customer
reward systems, such as take-back discounts or loyalty bonuses, have fostered long-term customer
relationships.

Public procurers have been increasingly using circularity criteria to steer demand, from municipal fur-
niture tenders to pan-European framework contracts. Many private enterprises have aligned their pro-
curement practices accordingly. This sent strong market signals and created reliable demand for dura-
ble, repairable, and recyclable products, particularly in the B2B and B2G sectors. In selected market
segments, such as office furniture or temporary living spaces, companies have successfully piloted leas-
ing and subscription models. These models have proved viable because logistics, modular design, and
product durability were well-aligned. In private households, the focus has shifted towards profitable
after-sales services such as repair and refurbishment, which have proved both convenient for custom-
ers and attractive to the furniture sector.

Non-circular products have gradually disappeared from the market due to tighter enforcement and
shifting expectations and customer preferences. Today, market success is shaped by strategies focusing
on durability, extended use, and smarter reuse of components, with revenues increasingly generated
through circular service models and secondary product markets. Together, these approaches reduce
demand for resources and waste, while securing attractive margins and competitiveness for European
furniture actors and service-oriented business models.

All in all: The European furniture sector of 2040 has not merely reduced its waste; rather, it has under-
gone a comprehensive redesign of its entire value system. The interaction between material transpar-
ency, safe and recyclable inputs, and a fully functional DPP has created a self-reinforcing ecosystem.
From design tables to consumers’ homes, circularity is not merely a marketing trend - it is an opera-
tional logic intrinsic to the furniture sector.

However, it is important to note, that from a 2025 perspective, achieving this vision will be a
substantial challenge for the entire sector, requiring enduring effort, coordinated action, and
long-term investment. Progress will need to follow a shared roadmap that breaks the transition
into realistic, staged milestones. A dedicated community of practice should bring together all
market actors - from manufacturers and importers, to retailers and service providers - to share
learnings and accelerate uptake in order to explore new market opportunities.

At the same time, the dedicated community of practice must find ways to align priorities in a
stepwise manner, supported by European and national policymakers. The transitional process
will require adaptive governance mechanisms that can respond flexibly to emerging challenges
and opportunities.

The transformation towards a circular furniture sector will only succeed if regulation, incen-
tives, and cooperation within the value chain in a proactive community of practice are contin-
uously reinforcing each other. Without this, the sector risks to lose the benefits of CE business
models as the following scenario narrative illustrates.




Europe’s Furniture Sector in 2040
— a Patchwork of Unfinished Change

Reportage from the European Circular Materials & Design Review, July 2040 Edition

Brussels, July 2040

Despite initial hopes of transformation, Europe's furniture sector remains in limbo. At the political level,
a gap between general objectives and concrete measures has resulted in fragmented efforts and vague
regulation. Adherence to traditional patterns has left the sector underdeveloped in key areas. CE-ori-
ented business models based on material innovation, product design and a functioning after-sales eco-
system with new market actors in repair, refurbishment, and circular services have failed to gain trac-
tion.

Opportunities to align regulatory ambition with support measures and financial incentives have been
repeatedly missed by policymakers, sector leaders and standard-setting bodies. Although a decisive
shift in mindset was expected to establish a community of practice, few actors stepped up to lead. This
lack of coordinated action was most evident in the development of the ESPR delegated act for furniture,
which was shaped more by compromise than conviction.

Regulation and Market Alignment That Fell Short

The ESPR delegated act for furniture, adopted in the late 2020s, reflected compromise rather than am-
bition. In response to industry and Member State concerns over compliance costs and administrative
burdens, the EU opted for a medium level of ambition.

Requirements for durability, reparability, and recyclability were framed in general, often non-specific
terms. While a DPP was formally introduced, its information categories remained vague and largely
optional, particularly regarding ‘substances of concern’ and recyclability. Enforcement across Member
States varied, with inconsistent market surveillance, weak customs controls, and limited oversight of
online platforms. The result: legal uncertainty and limited market alignment. EPR schemes, introduced
without effective eco-modulation, have not triggered CE business practices.

Although CE-related standards existed at EU level, they failed to provide the necessary clarity and have
neither been consistently applied nor effectively used within the furniture sector, limiting their practical
impact and preventing the establishment of a level playing field across the internal market. Several
financial support schemes were introduced, but have often incentivised solutions misaligned with cir-
cular objectives, reinforcing business-as-usual approaches rather than supporting systemic change.

Circular Materials: No Industry Standard Has Been Established

Policymakers failed to translate the ambitions of the Green Deal into enforceable material require-
ments within the ESPR delegated act for furniture. Despite general targets for ‘safe and sustainable-by-
design’ materials, the responsible bodies left implementation vague and non-binding.

EU and national authorities refrained from mandating clear cascade use obligations or investing in the
infrastructure needed to support safe material cycles. As a result, high quality and competitive recycled
materials have remained scarce.

The DPP, instead of driving transparency and cooperation along the value chain, was allowed to remain
loosely defined. Regulators did not require the disclosure of critical material properties, and sector ac-
tors were not compelled to adopt higher-quality inputs.



Many manufacturers, lacking clear guidance and facing no significant pressure from regulation or pro-
curement policy, have continued to rely on generic, inaccurate data inputs. Design teams have been left
without reliable data, while customers have received little meaningful information about material
choices - a situation shaped by passivity at the beginning of the value chain. No positive feedback loop
has emerged, as poor material quality has limited design innovation, and weak design in turn has rein-
forced the scarcity of recyclable inputs.

Data Fragmentation and Lifecycle Blindness

Although the DPP was formally introduced, EU regulators failed to provide a clear and enforceable
framework for its implementation. Rather than mandating binding standards for material traceability,
repair guidance, and component identification, policymakers left room for voluntary adoption. This lack
of obligation meant that DPP content varied widely, with many manufacturers opting for minimal or
inconsistent data provision.

Consequently, trust in the DPP ecosystem eroded. Designers lacked reliable data for material selection;
repair and refurbishment providers could not access consistent component information; customers
remained unable to verify product information, and authorities struggled to conduct effective market
surveillance. With no obligations for continuous data stewardship, most profiles quickly became out-
dated and unreliable. In the absence of regulatory coordination or support for shared infrastructure,
the DPP failed to deliver on its promise of lifecycle transparency and circular accountability.

Competence Gaps and Missed Transformation

Throughout the 2020s, some frontrunning manufacturers and service providers began to recognise the
need for new competencies. However, without support from employer associations, trade unions, and
public authorities, their efforts remained isolated. These institutional actors failed to coordinate up-
dates to training frameworks, leaving vocational schools without guidance and universities without
clear incentives to establish consistent programmes.

Second-use services such as refurbishment, reuse, and reverse logistics remained outside mainstream
qualification efforts. Instead of integrating circular competencies into existing occupational profiles -
from sustainable design to lifecycle assessment - reforms stalled, resulting in most initiatives remaining
local and short-lived.

Today, the sector lacks the competencies needed to implement circular practices across the value chain
- a direct consequence of two decades of inaction.

Fragmented Manufacturing and Unexploited Synergies

One of the most damaging consequences of fragmented governance was the lack of synergy between
material traceability and circular material availability, which was exacerbated by the absence of clear
operational instructions for applying after-sales services such as reuse, repair, remanufacturing, and
recycling.

The European Commission, together with standardisation bodies such as CEN and ISO, failed to define
exactly how the regulatory framework should support the implementation of these strategies. While
political agreement on general goals existed, neither binding information requirements nor perfor-
mance requirements relating to the product aspects set out in the ESPR provided a level playing field
for service-oriented business models.

Without reliable or standardised material data, recycling operators, repair services, and take-back
schemes lacked the information needed to function efficiently. At the same time, policymakers did not



create downstream pressure or incentives for manufacturers to adopt materials that comply with clear
substance thresholds and are designed for circular use.

Designers, lacking access to transparent material data and faced with the limited availability of reliable
circular-ready alternatives, were unable to unleash their innovative potential. Without clear upstream
demands or downstream accountability, sustainable material choices remained the exception rather
than the norm.

The lack of coordination across the value chain led to a systemic fracture: CE-oriented design was rarely
implemented from the outset. After-sales and end-of-life solutions remained inefficient and underde-
veloped.

Lack of Trust and Fragmented Market Impulses

Despite growing awareness of CE goals, large parts of the furniture sector remained reluctant to
change. Rather than expanding into after-sales and service-oriented models, retailers continued to fo-
cus on first-sale strategies, ranging from imported fast furniture with short design cycles to conven-
tional high-quality products. Neither regulation nor market incentives created sufficient pressure to
broaden this perspective, and sales of conventional furniture products remained high throughout the
2020s and into the 2030. In this context, CE-oriented design and material innovation were often side-
lined.

Meanwhile, policymakers failed to address structural barriers such as the high cost of safe secondary
materials, insufficient investment in CE-related training, and the slow rollout of supportive infrastruc-
ture. Eco-modulated EPR schemes remained too weak to improve the competitiveness of circular op-
tions, and public procurement lacked criteria to reward frontrunners.

Few companies made an effort to communicate the value, reliability, or environmental benefits of cir-
cular furniture effectively. Consequently, engagement remained limited to a niche of sustainability-
aware early adopters. Service-based circular models such as repair, refurbishment, or leasing did not
gain traction, leaving mainstream customers dependent on conventional offers.

Neither public nor company procurement was able to refer to distinctive environmental impact catego-
ries as foreseen in the ESPR. Private consumers remained largely unaware of more sustainable alter-
natives.

All in all: The European furniture sector in 2040 is at a crossroads. Although instruments such as ESPR
and the DPP were introduced, the failure to connect material policy, product design and trustworthy,
transparent data indicates a broader absence of courageous leadership. The opportunity to enable a
circular transformation was present, but it was not seized. Material inputs remained only partially recy-
clable, the DPP failed to provide reliable material and lifecycle data, and a cultural shift towards a CE-
oriented community of practice never took root. Instead, most industry actors continued to pursue
volume-driven business models that were more immediately profitable, yet ultimately incompatible
with systemic change.
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