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Abstract: This review discusses the unsustainable nature of current production and consumption
patterns, particularly in the civil construction sector. To address this, the circular economy model
has been proposed as a solution, but the impact reduction of circular strategies (CS) is not well
understood. Thus, aligning CS with ecodesign can help achieve sustainable development. We
conducted a systematic review of studies on CS and ecodesign strategies (ES) in the built environment,
which led us to identify 23 essential strategies, including reuse, recycling, design for disassembly,
and design for life extension. This article expands on previous research by identifying 51 CS and
ES, some of which are interconnected, and adopting one strategy may benefit another. The authors
propose a framework based on the Plan-Do-Check-Act concept to support and manage trade-offs
when selecting strategies and to facilitate a collaborative decision-making process. The framework
can also help manage the effects of using these strategies on circularity and environmental, social, and
economic performance, ultimately improving the construction sector’s environmental performance.

Keywords: construction industry; life cycle perspective; life cycle assessment; environmental
performance; circular economy (CE); ecodesign

1. Introduction

Society is confronted with significant environmental challenges, including waste
generation, extraction of natural resources, and greenhouse gas emissions. This production
and consumption model is based on linear flow, and is unsustainable regarding three
dimensions (economic, ecological, and social) [1]. The scientific community is concerned
about the impact of human activities on the environment, and the urgency for implementing
sustainable strategies has escalated, affording new production models and incorporating
life cycle thinking [2].

In this context, the circular economy (CE) concept has arisen as a compelling strategy
to mitigate environmental consequences while stimulating economic development [3]. CE
plays a role in transforming societies through a resource-efficient model [4]. The model
aims to slow down natural resource use and waste production while boosting the economy,
retaining the economics of the extracted materials for a long time [5].

The transition toward the CE presents both a new challenge and an opportunity
to pursue sustainable industrialization [6]. This process necessitates a comprehensive,
multi-level shift that includes technological advancements, novel business models, and
stakeholder collaboration [7]. It is particularly pronounced in energy- and materials-
intensive industries [3]. The built environment is one such industry, responsible for 40%
of the total energy demand, 44% of the material used, and generating 40–50% of global
greenhouse gas emissions [8]. The Circular Economy Action Plan highlighted these types of
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industries and sectors due to their remarkable potential for innovation, aimed at reducing
their significant environmental impact and resource consumption [9].

Thus, integrating CE principles into the construction sector offers the potential to
enhance sustainability and depart from the industry’s historical patterns [10]. However,
despite its promise, the application of CE principles in the building industry has only
recently emerged and poses unique challenges. This evidence is primarily due to the
complex nature of composite structures in buildings and infrastructure, which are typically
designed for long-term use and undergo multiple life-cycle phases compared to other
products [4,5].

The CE implementation presents an additional challenge as it can either serve as a
tool for sustainable development or contribute to the “sustainable” degradation of the
planet by focusing solely on more efficient resource utilization without addressing overall
degradation [11]. This issue is particularly significant in the construction sector, where
there is a lack of studies examining the impacts of employing circular strategies (CS) and
establishing the feasibility of multiple life cycles for different building and infrastructure
materials. Hence, the inclusion of life cycle thinking and the consideration of environmental
performance at the design stage emerge as the most effective approaches to tackle this
issue [12].

The design stage has a key role in mitigating environmental impacts and maximizing
product value throughout multiple cycles [13]. Designers must adopt strategies that prolong
the lifespan of products, minimize material requirements, facilitate repair and resale, enable
product upgrades, embrace modularity and remanufacturing, promote component reuse,
and explore end-of-life options [14].

Ruiz-Real et al. [15] identified three key trends in CE research: eco-innovation, ecode-
sign, and waste management. However, other studies from the construction sector indicate
that many studies have primarily focused on waste recycling and minimizing waste in
new buildings [16]. This approach concentrating on end-of-life solutions is insufficient
for a successful transition to the CE [11], and other CS encompassing the entire life cycle
must be studied [6]. Thus, ecodesign is crucial as a driving force for implementing CE
practices [17]. It involves integrating environmental considerations into product design
and development in order to enhance performance throughout the entire lifecycle at as
many stages as possible.

As mentioned before, the CE model has been proposed as a solution for the current en-
vironmental degradation, but the impact reduction of CS is not well understood. Moreover,
designers can apply ecodesign strategies (ES) to develop projects with advanced solutions
for all lifecycle stages. Thus, aligning CS with ES can help achieve sustainable development
and the transition to a circular model in the construction sector.

In recognizing the significant connection between the CE and ES in the building sector
and the reduced number of studies on this topic, we propose conducting a comprehensive
and interdisciplinary review of CE applications, enhancing our understanding of sustain-
able development, with specific emphasis on the integration of ES and CS. This review is
conducted in the academic field and grey sources.

In the present work, aiming at a holistic and general analysis of all available strategies
for the civil construction sector, we consider a comprehensive approach to the built envi-
ronment. Thus, we will consider, for the present work, that the built environment is the
space or occupation structure that was developed by man, considering all scales (material
or system to compose such spaces, buildings, and cities) and different project stages (new,
existing, retrofit, temporary, and others).

However, some strategies are inadequate for all situations without a prior analysis of
existing constraints, regulations, policies, and protocols. One example is historic buildings,
which need an in-depth analysis of the environmental and circular benefits of applying the
strategies and their effects on heritage and memory preservation. Another example would
be temporary buildings in extreme weather conditions, where designers must prioritize
functional requirements.
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Furthermore, the authors propose a framework based on the Plan-Do-Check-Act
concept to support managing trade-offs and facilitating a collaborative decision-making
process when selecting strategies. The framework can also help manage the effects of
using these strategies on circularity and environmental, social, and economic performance,
ultimately improving the construction sector’s performance.

2. Circular Economy in the Construction Sector

The CE model serves as a facilitator for sustainable development, and the construction
sector holds significant potential for transitioning towards this new consumption and
production paradigm [18]. We analyzed previous systematic literature reviews to provide
an exploratory overview. The summary contents of each article are in Supplementary
material Table S1.

The literature that combines these two topics has experienced significant growth in
recent years [19–21], highlighting concerns regarding the transition from a linear to a cir-
cular model [20]. Circular practices, such as recycling, prefabrication, and material reuse,
lead to lower carbon emissions compared to traditional construction methods [4]. How-
ever, these studies tend to be fragmented, primarily focusing on barriers and examining
isolated phases within the supply chain [21]. Moreover, there is a lack of standardized and
integrative methods, as well as practices that encompass multiple stages [20,21], and there
is a need for CE models specifically tailored to the construction industry [22].

Munaro et al. [21] reviewed 318 articles and identified that “circular economy” is the term
that leads in the number of citations, followed by the collocations “sustainability or sustainable
construction/development/materials” and “recycling aggregate/material/concrete”.

The construction industry encounters a challenge in understanding the advantages of
implementing the CE and considering the impacts of materials, components, and product
end-of-life within the product design process, given the limited availability of specific
studies and practical applications in this field [19]. Therefore, a comprehensive and mul-
tidisciplinary review of CE applications is crucial for comprehending the intricacies of
sustainable development in this domain. Such a review supports the development of effec-
tive policies and planning practices and aids decision-makers in determining the concrete
steps they should take [23].

Moreover, designers hold a pivotal role in the transition to the CE due to their authority
in making decisions regarding material sourcing, the use phase, end-of-life destinations,
and reuse and recycling rates [4]. These decisions significantly impact the circularity and
waste generation of a building project [24].

Furthermore, Marruci et al. [25] suggest that designers incorporate a holistic analysis
of the entire life cycle and seek to integrate different tools that enable the reduction of
environmental impacts, social justice, economic effectiveness, and means of producing
circulars. To assess and improve building performance, the life cycle assessment (LCA)
method has been widely accepted. The LCA can help users to understand the environ-
mental challenges of the entire life cycle, identify the critical points, and start solving them
through an ES [26,27].

To spread the combination of LCA-based ecodesign, it is desirable to adapt de-
sign instruments, such as architectural drawings, to accommodate these principles [28].
Thus, building information modeling (BIM) is gaining prominence because it improves
information-sharing, transparency, and the early identification of inefficiencies, enhances
flexibility, and incorporates environmental requirements at the beginning of design [5,29].
Moreover, BIM can be integrated with LCA to quantify materials and architectural elements
for life cycle inventory (LCI), integrate environmental information to BIM as a design tool,
and develop an automated process based on LCI data and software [30]. This section
shows that implementing the CE in the construction sector requires substantial efforts,
and multiple design strategies will be necessary to facilitate this transition [31] because
buildings are currently not designed for recycling or value recovery [32]. Furthermore, CS
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can enhance other strategies because they are not separate entities, as the output from one
process may be the input for other processes [23].

3. Method

A method with two stages is conducted as shown in Figure 1. The first stage is a
systematic literature review in three search engines: Scopus, Web of Science, and Science
Direct. We selected these databases because of the indexed international journals, the
multidisciplinary studies, the collection size, and their relevance in the academic field. The
question that our study must answer is “How can ecodesign and circular design strategies
influence CE adoption and reduce environmental impacts in the construction sector?”.
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Figure 1. Method overview with objective, stages, and main results.

The search terms selected are: (i) built environment, buil*, and construction; (ii) CE,
and circular design; (iii) ecodesign, ecodesign, and eco design; (iv) strategy, case, tech-
nique, method, and framework. These keywords are combined in two different strings, as
illustrated in Figure 2. The search fields analyzed are title, abstract, and keywords.

During the analysis some criteria are established:

• The results are filtered by the type of document (peer-reviewed articles), source type
(only published studies and journal articles), main subject area (related to building
and construction), and language (only English);

• Articles that are not related to the built environment/building were excluded;
• Publications must contain at least one building design and construction strategy.

All searches were performed on 10 January 2023 and the first database, comprising
734 papers, was obtained. We removed 139 duplicates and rejected 526 papers by abstract
review. We eliminated the articles that were not aligned with the research theme, did not
address CS or ES, or did not comply with any criteria established in the review protocol. In
this way, many articles only mentioned the EC or ecodesign theme, but did not explore the
relationship with sustainability or strategies. A total of 69 peer-reviewed journal articles
were included for analysis. The analysis was summarized into three categories:
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• Current overview and trends (metadata information): document title, year, authors,
country, publication source, author keywords, and study type.

• Built environment characteristics: scale (city, building, system, and material) and
assessment tools (environmental, social, and economic sphere).

• CE and ecodesign relation: barriers, benefits, and concept.

Also, we reviewed the existing literature, encompassing articles from academic litera-
ture, documents, and reports from gray literature.

In the second stage, we compared the strategies (CS and ES) from the systematic
literature review with the ones from the existing literature. Thus, they are listed, compared,
and the related meaning of each strategy is organized.

Afterward, we proposed a framework to organize the building project flow, helping
to select and implement CS in the early stages. The proposed framework can incorporate
environmental performance into the built environment using CE and ecodesign principles.
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4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Systematic Literature Review

As previously presented, 69 studies are considered relevant for further analysis. Sup-
plementary Material Table S2 provides the study purpose and some results of each article.

4.1.1. Current Overview and Trends

Metadata analysis is crucial for providing an overview of publications and identifying
research gaps and trends. Accordingly, we present the data of the analyzed articles,
including the document title, year, authors, country, publication source, author keywords,
and study type.

The first aspect of the metadata analysis focuses on the number of publications over
the years, as depicted in Figure 3. The integration of ecodesign and CE is a relatively new
field of study, with a notable increase in the number of articles published since 2017. The
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highest number of published studies per year was observed in 2021 (20 papers). These
findings indicate that the combined approach of ecodesign and CE has significant potential
for further exploration in the built environment, particularly in fostering a transition to
the CE that encompasses environmental and social considerations associated with this
transition.
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The second analysis is about the publication source, and the articles are distributed
into 38 journals. Figure 3 shows that the most important publication source is the Journal
of Cleaner Production (nine articles), followed by Resources, Conservation and Recycling (six
articles), and Sustainability (three articles).

The journals Building and Environment, Construction and Building Materials, Energies,
Energy and Buildings, and Sustainable Cities and Society have each published three articles.
All the other journals published one or two articles on the subject, indicating fragmentation.
This result is also identified by Marruci et al. [25].

Another relevant assessment is about the year and source of publication relation. In
the Journal of Cleaner Production, the articles are concentrated on 2019 and 2021. On the
other hand, the journals Sustainability and Resources, Conservation and Recycling have more
publications between 2020 and 2022.

Considering the authors’ and co-authors’ affiliations, the highest number of contribu-
tions comes from Europe, where the United Kingdom accounted for 12 articles, followed
by Spain (10 articles) and Italy (10 articles). Europe has the most publications in this area.
This can be explained by the long adoption of CE and the sustainability policy process by
the European Union [4]. In North America, Canada has the highest number of publications
(nine articles) and in Asia, China (four articles). The results are in Figure 4.

The keywords found according to their occurrence are summarized in Figure 5. Among
206 terms, “life cycle assessment” leads the number of citations (35 citations), followed by
“circular economy” (25 citations), “ecodesign” (22 citations), “building” (11 citations), and
“sustainability” (10 citations). Expressions such as disassembly, deconstruction, adaptative
reuse, recycling, reuse, and design for the environment reiterate the research on CS to
mitigate environmental impacts. Many terms appear only once and are grouped into eight
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groups: environmental topic; strategy; technology or techniques; material or constructive
system; LCA; construction sector; standards and rules; and others.
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The last metadata evaluation refers to the research procedure. The most predominant
is the case study (39 articles or 56.5%), followed by theoretical and conceptual studies
(11 articles), survey (7 articles), modeling (6 articles), and review (6 articles). Most of the
case studies used LCA to assess the application of ecodesign principles in mitigating the
project’s environmental impacts, by evaluating systems, materials, or the building as a
whole. Many authors also combined two procedures (21 articles). The combination of case
study research methods and modeling (seven articles) is the most representative, followed
by theoretical and conceptual studies aligned with the case study (six articles), modeling
and theoretical and conceptual studies (three articles), and survey and theoretical and
conceptual (two articles). Other search method combinations appear only once.

We identified trends and indicated some gaps through metadata analysis. The search
for the theme is recent, with significant growth in recent years but a concentration in
European countries. In this way, there are opportunities to broaden the discussions to
new contexts, identifying CE barriers in developing countries, which may have different
construction techniques and other business models in the civil construction sector. The
variation in the results may be insignificant and not considered, or there may be significant
divergence related to social factors (such as the qualifications of the workforce or the
environmental awareness of the designers) and technological factors (such as machines
and techniques capable of assisting in the deconstruction at the end of life). The aspects
mentioned are just some factors that may interfere with differences in context. More studies
must test them to be more accurate about decision-making and to develop specific and
adequate benchmarks for different contexts.

There is fragmentation in the publication’s sources, but these numerous journals are
opening space for the theme due to their relevance to achieving sustainability. The key-
words and the study type indicate that many studies sought to identify the relationship
between CE and sustainability, LCA, and ecodesign through case studies of one or a few
strategies. In this sense, future studies must expand investigation about how to propagate
the strategies into different materials, systems, buildings, and contexts. Besides the po-
tential, we need more evidence about viability, new business models, production means,
standards, and others. Furthermore, regarding the study types, the number of surveys
is lower. Thus, there is a gap for more discussions that seek to capture the perception of
other stakeholders in the civil construction sector (such as builders and suppliers) about
CE, barriers, advantages, applied practices, and challenges to the transition.
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4.1.2. Built Environment Characteristics

In this subtopic, we compile information from articles referring to characteristics of
the built environment as scale. Thus, we classified them according to the topics covered:
city, building, system, and material. Furthermore, we verified which spheres are addressed,
from environmental, social, and economic. In general, there was always at least one sphere
under analysis, but there were cases in which more than one was covered.

The building characteristics analysis entailed checking the study scales and using
assessment tools (Figure 6). Regarding the scale, the studies focus mainly on buildings
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(28 articles; 40.6%), followed by materials (19 articles), constructive systems (14 articles),
and cities (8 articles). The topics investigated have a balanced distribution over the years.
However, there is a concentration of studies related to buildings in 2020 and 2021. Further-
more, studies on city scales have only gained momentum in the last three years.
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The implementation of the investigated strategies is evaluated mainly in the environ-
mental sphere (61 articles; 88.4%), where 42 articles apply or cite the LCA, 5 perform a
thermal simulation [26,33–36], and one calculated embodied energy and carbon [37].

It is important to highlight that a majority of the articles did not conduct a complete
LCA. Some studies consider only the cradle-to-gate system [38–46], while others address
the cradle-to-grave approach [28,47–55]. In contrast, few studies have assessed more than
one life cycle [56–59], existing urban stocks renewals [60], reuse scenarios [61–63], and
credits for potential reuse, energy recovery, or recycling of materials in subsequent product
systems [64].

The disseminated use of LCA is because it offers a systematic approach to quantifying
environmental impacts. In addition, other studies used the LCA to help in the process
of comparing environmental aspects and potential impact associated with materials op-
tions [41–43,45–47,51,54,56,61], building types [65], and modular building with strategies
for the end-of-life (disassembly and reuse strategies) [66].

Moreover, one study applied the consequential LCA of circular wall assembly alterna-
tives, acknowledging the time dependence and closed-loop nature of those design alterna-
tives [67], and one carried out an attributional LCA of oriented strand boards [68], where the
data of wood screening residues were allocated according to the mass of residues and the
mass of wood included in the OSB. Di Capua et al. [57] considered an economic allocation
of 50% for seeds and 50% for straw in the initial phase of the analyzed life cycle of hemp
cultivation. On the other side, Joensuu et al. [58] compared three different methodological
approaches (extending the system boundaries; partitioning and dividing by use cycles; and
component-specific service life approach) to depict the impacts of different choices, mainly in
design for deconstruction components. Cascione et al. [56] used a cradle-to-cradle LCA to
compare the circular wall panel with other prefabricated wall panels, and they used economic
allocation to distribute impacts in multi-product processes, like sheep’s wool insulation. And
Rezende Leite et al. [43] made a cradle-to-gate LCA to compare the environmental perfor-
mance of mortars made with sand and cement replacements, and mass allocation is necessary
to deal with multi-functionality.

Two studies have employed a new approach that adapts LCA to incorporate circu-
larity [69,70]. In one study, CE-LCA was utilized to assess and compare various circular
design options for two building components: a kitchen and a renovation façade [69]. A
workflow was developed to facilitate an LCA-based evaluation, enabling the comparison
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of environmental impacts among alternative design variants while keeping the construc-
tion system and material selection open [70]. Furthermore, regarding the environmental
sphere, Lamé et al. [71] evaluated different ecodesign tools in the construction sector: com-
plete LCA, screening LCA from The EeBGuide Project, Quality Function Deployment for
Environment (QFDE), ecodesign Pilot from Vienna TU, and ESQCV.

In the economic sphere, nine articles investigate economic performance, where three articles
calculate the cost, and the other six articles investigate the theoretical and conceptual part of
this sphere. Buyle et al. [67] applied an LCC study, Sanchez et al. [72] used the cost information
for destructive disassembly from the national database RSMeans®, and Ali et al. [44] calculated
the annual cost per year based on primary data from the industry. In contrast, Jugend et al. [73]
studied conceptual and methodological economic aspects. Moreover, Vakili-Ardebili and
Boussabaine [74] investigated eco-drivers in building design. Lu and Schandl [75] derived
the land-use-change-related GHG emissions by coupling the Global Trade and Environment
Model (GTEM-C) with the Global Biosphere Management Model (GLOBIOM). It provides the
outputs of land-use change and the related GHG emissions considering gross domestic product
(GDP), population, and carbon price path. Bourgeois et al. [76] introduced an ecodesign tool
that facilitates the integration of circularity and sustainability of building renovation projects,
enabling the evaluation of solutions using Environmental Product Declarations (EPDs), LCA-
based calculations, and life cycle cost information.

Only two articles investigated the social sphere, mentioning social requirements and
not applying or measuring them. The limited number of studies that address the social
sphere was also identified by other authors [19,77].

We verified, through the analysis of built environment characteristics, that there is a
concentration of studies on the building scale, while the city scale is still gaining space. In
this sense, future studies must expand the discussions on this scale, including a systemic
approach in resource management and highlighting the opportunity to share and cycle
resources between nearby buildings, with different typologies, but mainly industrial.

Furthermore, buildings can function as material banks, and designers need to address
resource management because these stored materials may be used in future cycles of new
buildings. Therefore, it is important to explore how to manage such resources at the societal
level, rather than just focusing on the building’s owner. In this regard, BIM technologies can
be key for planning buildings and structures, and for managing resources throughout the
entire life cycle. BIM modeling software for buildings has made significant advancements,
but further improvements are required to optimize and integrate such software with LCA
techniques, especially on larger scales like neighborhoods and cities.

There is great interest in the environmental sphere, mainly in the LCA technique
application. However, many studies do not develop environmental analyses for multiple
life cycles. In this sense, it is worth exploring some topics:

• How to use the CS and ES in more than one life cycle;
• What the effects are of combining these strategies;
• How to guarantee the technical quality of materials throughout the cycles;
• What the turning point is between keeping a product in the same function and migrat-

ing to downcycling;
• What economic or organizational changes encourage the use of non-virgin materials,

among other points.

There is also a need to investigate LCA modeling regarding allocation decisions, sys-
tem expansion, and potential benefits of the strategies. At the scale of cities, future studies
must expand the investigation into LCA inventory management, calculating environmental
impacts, and seeking to decarbonize the economy.

There is a need for further investigation in the economic sphere because there are a
limited number of studies addressing this area. Thus, future studies can investigate new
business models, residual values in non-virgin products, fees for extraction and disposal,
standardization of processes, and others. In addition, we recommend more analyses
on the financial viability of CS and ES because they can assist the transition to CE. The
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economic information can be used by stakeholders in the decision-making process to
compare the benefits and means of return on investments, considering the entire life cycle
and possible subsequent cycles. Another noteworthy aspect is the impact of the CE on
society, encompassing the emergence of new job opportunities, business models, and the
dynamics of reverse logistics.

The social sphere is the least addressed, but we emphasize that it should be considered
in future studies, with investigations focused on the benefits of reducing resource extraction
in land use change, the effects of reducing waste disposal, impacts on health, urban mining,
and consumpt+ion patterns, among other factors.

4.1.3. Circular Economy and Ecodesign Relation

Ecodesign principles involve integrating environmental considerations into product
design and development. This approach aims to minimize primary resource consumption,
optimize production and distribution, extend the product’s lifespan, reduce the use of
hazardous materials, increase the utilization of recycled materials, and enhance the ease
and efficiency of waste treatment [78]. Ecodesign, also named design for environment
(DfE), green design, or environmentally conscious design, is a strategic design practice that
aims to create sustainable solutions by adopting a life cycle perspective [27,79].

Furthermore, the eco-building design aims to fulfill the customer’s expectations and
considers the relationship and interactions between site context and building functions in the
early stage of building assets [80]. The ecodesign process in buildings is considered organic, non-
linear, and holistic to fulfill technical, functional, and technological requirements and human
needs while minimizing negative impacts on the natural environment [81]. These definitions
make ecodesign a viable technique for use in circular economy applications.

In the transition to a more sustainable society, standards and regulations are key
enablers for building ecodesign and can help to understand competitive advantage [71].
However, even with this legal incentive, there is a gap in the ecodesign integration into the
design process, and in the daily practice of designers [79]. The authors link this to the lack
of the environmental information needed in the early design stages, the required expert
knowledge in the environmental assessment of products, and the need for efficient and
feasible methods.

At the end of the life of buildings, the challenge of separating different materials and
the lack of awareness show the need to bring about changes in building design to favor
the disassembly process and avoid hasty disposal in landfills and/or incinerators [50].
More studies are required to explore reversible connections, durable materials to enable
disassembly, building component reuse, the costs, and the effects on performance rates
(for example acoustic) [67]. Finally, resistance from builders and owners can still occur
when they have the alternative of reusing materials, because of uncertainties related to the
material quality and the absence of methodologies to categorize them [77].

The application of ecodesign principles brings different benefits. The most widespread
is the ability to reduce the product’s environmental impact considering the whole life
cycle. The other benefits are cost reduction, stimulating innovation, business opportunities,
implementing improvements in quality, and improving the public image [79]. Also, it
makes it possible to compare alternatives, considering initial costs and future costs for
maintenance and waste management, and facilitate decision-making [26,82].

4.1.4. Comparison of Ecodesign Strategies (ES) and Circular Strategies (CS)

Among the articles reviewed, the ES mentioned are clustered into 23 categories, high-
lighting “Reuse of buildings and materials” (36 articles), “Studying alternatives” (24 articles),
“Design for disassembly” (21 articles), “Recycling” (21 articles), and “Design for life extension”
(16 articles). In contrast, the strategies that are less cited are “Green Public Procurement” (two
articles), “Product Service System (PSS)” (two articles), and “Eco-fusion” (one article). The
complete list and definitions are in Table 1.
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Table 1. Building design strategies from the literature, their definitions, and occurrences.

Strategy Definition Source Occurrences

Dematerialization or reduction of the
amount and diversity of materials used

The substitution of a product by a nonmaterial alternative with the same
utility for users, or material reduction. [49,52,60,70,73,75,79,83] 8

Design for disassembly or reduce the
end-of-life waste

Designing products to be simple and safe to disassemble, that can
contribute to waste reduction during the end-of-life phase and facilitate
the reuse of components in subsequent cycles. An effective and feasible
selective disassembly plan is related to the product’s durability, versatility,
simplicity, available information, and others.

[21,37,48,52,56,57,61,62,64,66,72,73,77–80,84–88] 21

Design for ease of product maintenance
and updating

Design to reduce the cost and difficulty of maintaining, repairing,
updating, and replacing components during the life cycle. Some
characteristics that help are modularity, easy disassembly, compound
materials, and type connections. Maintenance can postpone renovation
needs and extend the building’s lifetime.

[60,73,77,79,80,87,89,90] 8

Design for flexibility and adaptability

Design to accommodate changes in future use and adapt to available
materials. Such design actions should prioritize secure usage,
affordability, low maintenance, and extend the lifespan of buildings,
components, or materials.

[21,47,61,65,66,69,70,72,77,80,81,85,88,91] 14

Design for improving the production
Design to improve environmental performance during the production
phase considering the reduction of waste, control of water in use,
avoiding hazardous substances, and others.

[40,41,53,60,63,75,78,79,85,87,90,92] 12

Design for life extension

Design to prolong material and product lifetime through the inclusion of
durability, reliability, ease of maintenance, and optimizing quality. Other
strategies like design for reuse, disassembly, and remanufacturing can
contribute to life extension.

[21,39,47,59,60,64,69,73,79–81,87,90,92–94] 16

Design for modularity and
demountable parts

Design to optimize the valorization of materials at the end of their service
life by designing demountable and reusable building elements. It also
includes the study of modularity, connections that reversibly resist
multiple assemblies, and existing buildings as materials banks.

[57,67,69,78,83,85,87,88,94] 9

Design for recycling

Design to facilitate the recycling process: using only one or a limited
number of materials in products; using materials that can be recycled by
the available technology; avoiding materials that are challenging to
separate; limiting and avoid the use of hazardous materials; providing
disassembly plans to sort materials.

[21,49,56,69,77,79,85–88,90,94] 12
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Table 1. Cont.

Strategy Definition Source Occurrences

Design for remanufacturing

Design to disassemble and recover a product or component. It enables the
extraction of reusable parts from a used product and their incorporation
into the construction of another product. By implementing this process,
design components and products can be utilized across multiple lifecycles,
resulting in waste reduction, minimized reliance on virgin materials, and
the establishment of a closed-loop reverse logistics process. It must be
aligned with other factors, such as assembly plans, buybacks, reverse
logistics, managing product take-back timing, and others.

[73,77,78,92] 4

Design for reuse

Design to facilitate reuse with the minimal treatment of the material, low
energy consumption, and targeting higher value retention options. Thus,
it includes actions to ease deconstruction as standard dimensions,
modular coordination, safety guarantees, correct joints, and others.

[21,44,57,60,61,65,69,77,78,85–87,90,94,95] 14

Develop standard of products, use phase
or maintenance

To facilitate the circularity of materials, develop standardized sizes,
fittings, assembly and disassembly processes, and maintenance routines. [27,50,52,53,69,85] 6

Eco-fusion

Design to enhance the interplay among multiple scales of the built
environment. This practice-based concept aligns ecodesign and
eco-planning to achieve sustainable development at multiple scales
(macro, meso, and micro).

[92] 1

Green public procurement
The process to include environmental performance in public procurement.
The criteria inclusion can cover the end-of-life options, percentage of
wastage, toxicity levels, and others.

[78,85] 2

Improved energy efficiency
Designing to promote energy-efficient construction techniques, which
involves utilizing high-efficiency equipment, integrating renewable
energy systems, and reducing thermal demand for heating and cooling.

[39,46,49,55,74,79–81,88,90–93,96] 14

Passive-house design and
building simulation

Designing with a bio-climatic approach involves incorporating elements
such as high-performance windows, heat recovery ventilation, effective
air tightness, high insulation levels, and local renewable energy
generation into low-energy building projects. The building simulation
checks the performance and can verify if the buildings have nearly or net
zero energy/emissions.

[26,35,55,60,71,74,80] 7
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Table 1. Cont.

Strategy Definition Source Occurrences

Product service system (PSS)
Model where the manufacturers retain ownership of their products and
take them back after use, for value recovery and redistribution. Thus,
users pay for services solutions rather than products.

[27,73] 2

Recycling
Design to reprocess the waste in order to obtain secondary raw materials.
It is the least sustainable option in CE, because the materials are
downcycled, reducing the quality of the second-life product.

[28,40–44,50,52,64,66,73,75,78–80,84,85,89,90,92,97] 21

Regenerative design Design to enhance the use of natural and biodegradable resources, aiming
to improve and regenerate the natural capital. [36,48,51,57,58,69,73,79,83,85,97,98] 12

Reuse of buildings and materials
components

Promote component reusability in the construction process, allowing
them to be utilized in their previous function or repurposed for a new one
in subsequent processes.

[27,33,37,39,40,45–47,49,50,52,55,56,59–61,63–
67,69,72,73,75,79,80,83–86,89–92,97] 36

Sharing of products and services or
industrial symbiosis

Collaborative relationships facilitate the exchange of energy, services,
information, water, or materials within a specific geographic area (regions,
provinces, or countries).

[37,46,73,78,83] 5

Study solutions for transport
Explore solutions and scenarios for low environmental impacts such as
avoiding the use of fossil fuels, prioritizing local products and materials,
choosing and combining modal types, and others.

[27,38,50,52,79,91] 6

Studying alternatives or improved
material design

Design to achieve the most environmentally friendly option for a function
or material through goals such as reducing the weight and volume of
products, prioritizing materials with lower embodied energy/water, and
others. Also, investigate the hotspots of a process and develop solutions
to reduce environmental impacts.

[28,34,38–42,45,48,51,58,70,71,76,79,85,87,88,91,93,96–99] 24

Use of renewable energy and
decarbonization of supply chain

Design to use renewable energy, sources are regenerated or naturally
replenished (biomass, geothermal, solar, hydro, wind, and biofuels), to
generate electric power, heating, cooking, water heating, and as fuel
for transport.

[28,52,68,73,74,91,93] 7
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Analyzing the relationship between the year and the strategy, as shown in Figure 7,
the most cited strategies between 2020 and 2022 are “Reuse of buildings and materials”,
“Studying alternatives”, “Design for disassembly”, “Design for flexibility and adaptability”,
“Design for life extension”, “Design for reuse”, and “Recycling”.
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Furthermore, the most recent ecodesign studies address a wider range of strategies.
Until 2010, the studies were focused on investigating the “Use of renewable energy”,
the “Passive-house design”, and “Improve the building energy efficiency”, seeking to
optimize the performance of buildings and their components and reduce environmental
impacts. After 2010, the articles also investigated ways to extend the service life (“Design
for life extension”), use material in more than one cycle (“Design for disassembly”, “Reuse
of buildings and materials”, and others), standardize inputs and processes aiming at
the exchange between suppliers and end-of-life managers (“Develop standardization of
products”, “Design for modularity and demountable parts”, and others) and encourage
new business models (“PSS” and markets for second products and remanufacturing). The
analysis emphasizes that the life cycle perspective and circularity incorporation in the
ecodesign process can facilitate the transition from a more circular and less environmentally
impactful construction sector.

CS is defined in the scientific and gray literature. Thus, to compare the ES found in
this study with the existing literature on CS, we analyzed four articles from the academic
literature and seven documents and reports from the gray literature (see Table 2). The list
with strategy definitions from the grey review is in Table 3.

Mhatre et al. [100] found 26 strategies with a research focus on recycling construction
materials, end-of-life management techniques for resource recovery, and evaluating environ-
mental impacts of CE adoption. Additionally, the authors identify some strategies that can
lead to adopting CE on a large scale, such as bio-based materials use, ecodesign, and green
procurement. A hierarchy of preference among CE implementation needs to be established,
prioritizing the environmental impact reduction and considering the specificities of the context.
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Table 2. Comparison of the building design strategies from the present literature review with other existing literature.
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Dematerialization or reduction of the amount and
diversity of materials used x x x x x x x 7

Design for disassembly or reduce the end-of-life waste
or selective disassembly planning x x x x x x x x x x x 11

Design for ease of product maintenance and updating x x x x x x 6
Design for flexibility and adaptability x x x x x x x x x 9
Design for life extension (durability) x x x x x x x x x x x 11
Design for modularity and demountable parts x x x x x x x x x 9
Design for recycling x x x x x x x 7
Design for remanufacturing x x x x x x 6
Design for reuse x x x x x x x 7
Design to improve the production x x x x x x x 7
Develop standardization of products or to use phase
and maintenance x x x x x 5

Eco-fusion x 1
Green public procurement x x x 3



Buildings 2023, 13, 2059 17 of 33
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Improved energy efficiency x x x 3
Passive-house design and building simulation x 1
Product service system (PSS) x x x x x x 6
Recycling x x x x x x x x x 9
Regenerative design x x x x x 5
Reuse of buildings and materials components x x x x x x x x x 9
Sharing of products and services or network-based or
industrial symbiosis or collaborative relationships x x x x x x x 7

Study solutions for transport x 1
Studying alternatives x x x x x x x 7
Use of renewable energy and decarbonization of
supply chain x x x 3

Accessibility 2 x 1

Cascading materials 2 x 1

Circular supplies 2 x x 2
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Co-location 2 x 1

Customization/made to order 2 x x x 3

Delivering services remotely/home delivery systems 2 x x 2

Design for functionality optimization (multiple
functions, automated control) 2 x x x 3

Design structures with internal circular resource cycles
2 x 1

Developing urban planning instruments 2 x 1

Development of material passports 2 x x 2

Digital technologies and flexible design methodologies
2 x x x x 4

Eco-labeling/product labeling/socially responsible
consumption 2 x 1
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Energy recovery 2 x 1

Layer independence 2 x 1

Local production on demand 2 x 1

Material storage 2 x x 2

Materials exchange portal (optimize supply and
demand) 2 x x 2

Off-site construction/prefabrication 2 x x x x x 5

Open-source design platforms 2 x x x 3

Reduction of building complexity 2 x x 2

Short use 2 x 1

Take-back schemes and reverse logistics 2 x x x x x x 6

Taxation, tax credits, and subsidies 2 x 1
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Urban mining 2 x x 2

Use adequate of land 2 x 1

Use of a tool to evaluate the state of materials (adopt a
global system perspective) 2 x x x 3

Use of water management practices 2 x 1

Virtualization 2 x x 2

Total 23 25 14 17 13 16 6 22 12 20 18 10 -

Notes: The x is used to indicate whether the reference has information on the listed strategies. 1 The reference lists strategies that are related to several sectors, not only for the
construction sector. 2 The full strategy description is presented in Table 3. 3 Gray literature consists of non-academic publications from organizations such as consultancy firms and policy
institutes, which provide practical examples and insights. 4 In the Systematic Literature Review column, the number of citations is not considered; thus, if the strategy was cited at least
once, it will appear in the table.
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Table 3. Ecodesign strategies list, definition and source.

Strategy Definition Source

Accessibility
The goal of accessibility is to enhance the design of assembly/disassembly, simplify maintenance, optimize material recovery at
the end of its useful life, and increase flexibility in systems, including dismountable and reconfigurable facades. This approach
is also referred to as “open design” and allows for convenient access to the connections between components.

[31]

Cascading materials
The process to insert components and materials into different uses after their end-of-life to extract energy or other
characteristics from the resource. It creates a cyclical flow of materials, extending the life of these resources. However, it is a
downcycling process because resource quality declines, dissipation occurs, and entropy increases.

[100]

Circular supplies

When the supply chain is based on a closed-loop production that keeps products or materials in use for more time. Some
actions to reconfigure the linear to circular supply chain: replacement of material inputs derived from virgin resources with
bio-based, renewable, or recovered; product design; manufacturing; and reverse loops. Some benefits are avoiding premature
disposal, lower levels of virgin resource consumption, and increasing the efficiency and productivity of the process.

[104,108]

Co-location

The co-location strategy examines the demand for area-specific quantities of activities and proposes the optimization of use by
sharing spaces. This approach can be implemented in various contexts, such as housing, where it involves accommodating
more people within a smaller footprint through co-living; at work, by making more extensive use of offices and workplaces
around the clock via co-working; and in the consumption of goods, by sharing facilities, products, and vehicles.

[29]

Customization/made to order

Strategy based on meeting needs through product modifications and accessibility, because it provides user satisfaction and can
reduce waste minimization and ecological footprint. This strategy can be combined with modularization (customization at the
end of the production chain) and 3D printing technology (customized by demand or prototyping). On the other hand,
uncontrolled customization can affect the repair and remanufacturing because products are too different, producing higher
environmental impacts.

[103,104,108]

Delivering services
remotely/home delivery systems

The process of providing remote services involves leveraging the power of IoT to track the location, status, and quality of
products or services, and to remotely control them. This is made possible by embedding sensors and smart monitoring devices,
which can anticipate issues and perform maintenance tasks automatically. Additionally, continuous monitoring and remote
services offer several benefits, including increased efficiency, reduced waste, and prolonged lifespan of the infrastructure.

[29,103]

Design for functionality
optimization

Design for functionality optimization aims to create products that integrate multiple functions, leading to a rise in product
complexity and a decreased need for materials. This approach allows for the consolidation of several products into a single item,
as seen with smartphones. Nevertheless, augmenting product complexity and incorporating diverse material mixtures can
cause products to be incompatible with existing recycling systems.

[103]
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Table 3. Cont.

Strategy Definition Source

Design structures with internal
circular resource cycles

Design structures with internal circular resource cycles means designing the building’s operating stage by predicting the
circularity of inputs such as water (water capture, filtering, and treatment), organic waste (composting and use in gardens),
independence in energy production, and the adoption of other actions aimed at minimizing externalities and
environmental impacts.

[29]

Developing urban planning
instruments

Cities employ diverse standards and procedures to promote sustainable construction, yet there is a dearth of precise and
detailed data that can inform the development of circularity benchmarks, targets, and interventions. If such data were
systematically collected and made accessible through open databases, governance and planning efforts could better support
waste management, carbon footprint analysis, circularity, and related objectives. Enhanced data collection and aggregation are
essential to this end.

[102]

Development of material passports

A Building Material Passport is a set of information and indicators to increase transparency about the material or system
characteristics, aiming to value and maximize its use. That information allowed the choice of less impactful building materials,
tracking building resources, and improving end-of-life management (reuse of materials, different life cycles, suppliers, and
others).

[20,104]

Digital technologies and flexible
design methodologies

Digital technologies and flexible design methodologies aim to leverage technology and innovative design to reduce uncertainty,
optimize building and asset performance, minimize waste production, reduce primary material use, repurpose infrastructure
use, and more. For instance, laser scanning enables the quick creation of precise 1:1 models, infrared surveys allow for
non-destructive building diagnostics, and 3D printing and the Internet of Things (IoT) can enable the creation of new
sustainable solutions. Another example is digital material passports, which can help with the identification, traceability, and
management of materials throughout their lifecycle. Moreover, these solutions are digital, facilitating remote use and
collaboration among stakeholders, and driving transformative changes in the way construction projects and processes are
structured.

[29,103,104,108]

Eco-labeling/product labeling
A process based on environmental rules that allow product comparison and aid in decision-making processes. This strategy
develops information standardization for consumers and compliance with the standards of products or services, also promoting
environmentally friendly products and the resources circularity.

[100]

Energy recovery

A process to convert non-recyclable waste materials into usable heat, electricity, or fuel. This downcycling strategy happens
through combustion, gasification, pyrolysis, anaerobic digestion, or landfill gas recovery. It must not be prioritized before other
circular strategies, but it is helpful for enjoying the unused potential energy sources while minimizing dependence on
conventional energy sources.

[100]

Layer independence
The layer concept acknowledges that building materials and components have varying lifespans and should be regarded as
distinct layers. This approach simplifies the management of operations, maintenance, material recovery, space adaptability, and
end-of-life recovery.

[31]
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Table 3. Cont.

Strategy Definition Source

Local production on demand

Process where the supply chain is closer to the end-user because of the manufacturing versatility and decentralized production,
while keeping the global digital aspect. It is possible because of technologies such as additive manufacturing, which can
produce objects with complex geometries from digital models layer-by-layer, ease customization and on-demand production.
Examples of this are 3D printing and laser cutting machines.

[103]

Material storage

The building materials bank concept posits that buildings serve as long-term repositories of materials, both for the duration of
their useful life and as temporary constructions. This approach safeguards materials stored within the building from
degradation over time and reduces the risk of intermediate retention that could harm the materials. Moreover, it enables the
assessment of the circularity of existing buildings and assists in identifying the optimal solutions for renovation.

[20,31]

Materials exchange portal
The materials exchange portal is an online marketplace designed for materials released from building and infrastructure stocks.
This technology-enabled platform facilitates the exchange of used building materials between individuals and organizations
interested in giving away, selling, or buying such materials.

[102,104]

Off-site
construction/prefabrication

Prefabrication, or off-site construction, involves moving the building process out of the physical construction site and into a
controlled factory setting. This approach strives to promote the recovery, reuse, and recyclability of materials, optimize
construction time, streamline assembly and disassembly projects, and enhance adaptability.

[20,29,31,101,108]

Open-source design platforms
Open-source design platforms are web-based platforms that enable designers to share their designs with other designers and
users. This allows other designers to customize, adapt, or even construct buildings themselves. As open-source design gains
popularity, architects, engineers, and designers must shift their mindsets.

[29,100]

Reduction of building complexity

Simplifying building complexity can be achieved at various levels and seeks to alleviate the challenges related to construction,
maintenance, and end-of-life deconstruction. By employing complexity reduction strategies, it is possible to minimize losses,
enhance efficiency, and improve product circularity. To accomplish this, it is essential to limit the use of unique materials,
components, and techniques, and to label parts with numbers or colors to simplify the assembly process. Another approach is
to prioritize the production of highly complex parts in industrial environments with advanced technological control and
rigorous technical standards.

[106,108]

Short use

The short use concept stands in contrast to the design for durability concept, as the building is constructed solely for its
designated purpose and a set duration. Consequently, material, product, and performance choices are tailored to this specific
timeframe. A prime example of this approach is the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park in the UK, which was constructed to host
the Olympics and subsequently dismantled for alternative uses.

[106]

Take-back schemes and
reverse logistics

Take-back and reverse logistics are part of extended producer responsibility programs designed to encourage the collection of
used products at the end of their life cycle and facilitate closed-loop material systems. Reverse logistics employs techniques such
as remanufacturing, refurbishment, repair, reuse, or recycling to recover and process materials and products after they have
been consumed. Incentivized return policies serve to stimulate the flow of materials and products throughout the supply chain.

[29,100–102,104,105]
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Strategy Definition Source

Taxation, tax credits, and subsidies

The government and other public entities can apply taxation to encourage or discourage practices, materials, processes, and
others. In addition, taxes can determine how products are developed, utilized, and managed along supply chains and across
cycles to ensure user safety and reinforce circular economy solutions. Examples are: higher prices for fossil-based products;
higher taxes to kilometers driven to make transport over larger distances more expensive; taxes on landfilling and incinerating
recyclable construction and demolition waste; taxes on primary materials for building materials; and tax incentives for PSS.

[100]

Urban mining

Urban mining involves the comprehensive quantification of materials embedded in the existing built environment (material
stock), enabling material flow analysis and predictions about the outflow of materials during demolition. Urban mining may be
informed by the analysis of historical demolition and refurbishment rates to anticipate when secondary materials may become
available. Proper disassembly and inventory-taking can facilitate the reuse of these materials in new buildings.

[20,102]

Use adequate of land This strategy avoids inadequate soil use and reduces pollution production through the optimized use of infrastructure resources
and local materials required for the product. [106]

Use of a tool to evaluate the state
of materials

Examples of tools or techniques are life cycle assessment (LCA), carbon footprint, material flow analysis (MFA), life cycle cost
assessment (LCC), and others. These tools evaluate the state of materials during production, lifespan, and end-of-life. Thus, a
lifecycle perspective is adopted, preventing decisions based only on a single environmental criterion or lifecycle phase.

[20,103,106]

Use of water management
practices

Water management practices enable the circulation of water and nutrients in the building operation phase. It is based on
consumption reduction (adoption of efficient products and devices), loss reduction (monitoring losses in buildings, installation
of circulation and return circuits), reuse (like of effluents from baths and washbasins for discharges in toilets), recycling of
wastewater (re-introduction of water at the beginning of the circuit after treatment), and resorting to alternative sources (like
rainwater harvesting or the use of saltwater).

[20]

Virtualization
Design to dematerialize and to create a virtual version of resources, flows, models, or business. Some technologies help in
virtualization, such as cloud storage of data, easy access, use of artificial intelligence (AI), and the creation of virtual models of
buildings and cities.

[100,104]
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Eberhardt et al. [109] noticed that commonly found strategies in the literature include
material selection, assembly/disassembly, and adaptability, which are primarily focused
on material reuse and direct reuse of buildings. The authors emphasize the importance
of designing and constructing strategies that differentiate between different buildings,
components, and material groups.

An online survey conducted in the United Kingdom assessed the construction in-
dustry’s awareness of the CE [101]. The survey identified 13 strategies currently being
implemented and recommended additional incentives to facilitate a successful transition.

Furthermore, Benachio et al. [20] created a table with 17 known CE practices organized
by life cycle stages. The end-of-life was the stage that most appeared in the articles, followed
by the project design, and the phase that was least covered was the use phase.

Among the references in the gray literature are ISO/TR 14062:2002 of Environmental
Management, which describes concepts and current practices related to the integration
of environmental aspects into product design and development [106]. Another reference
that addresses strategies more broadly is the report Circular by design: Products in the
CE [103], which mentions 13 strategies. The book of ideas [105] investigates initiatives
to use ecodesign to foster CE and identifies six strategies. On the other hand, the report
published by ARUP [29] analyzes the strategies already implemented in real case studies,
correlating the data with the RESOLVE Framework [13] and the different layers of the
building (System, Site, Structure, Skin, Services, Space, Stuff).

The most recent report included in the study is from the Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
which investigates the key sectors for a more circular and less impactful recovery in a
post-pandemic context [104].

Finally, information on two practical initiatives was included. The first is the Circular
Construction in Regenerative Cities (CIRCuIT), which aims to bridge the gap between
theory, practice, and policy through the dissemination of demonstrative data, case studies,
and events [102]. The second initiative is the WikiHouse project, an open-source design
platform that incorporates digitally-manufactured building systems with high-performance
and customized user needs [107].

As presented previously, in the systematic literature review, we found 23 strategies,
and, in the gray documents, we found another 28 strategies. Thus, the total number of
strategies is 51. The comparison of them enables us to identify that a number of strategies
from the gray sources extrapolate those found in the literature review, and, in each docu-
ment, the number of strategies addressed ranges from 6 to 25. Among the most common
strategies are: “Design for life extension” and “Design for disassembly (. . .)”, which are
present in 11 documents; “Reuse of buildings and materials components (. . .)”, “Recycling”,
“Design for flexibility and adaptability”, and “Design for modularity and demountable
parts”, which are present in 9 documents.

Among the identified strategies, the ones seeking efficiency, reducing consump-
tion, reuse, recycling, and remanufacturing continue to be the most widespread and
explored. Previous studies have shown that these strategies can effectively minimize
material costs, reduce waste generation, and meet the demands of new customers and
population growth [13]. However, exploring only these strategies might not be sufficient
to bring about circular buildings. Thus, further studies are needed to investigate other
strategies listed in this study, seeking to identify the benefits and challenges linked to
each one.

The description of the strategies also indicates that many of them are correlated, and
the application of one may favor the application of another. However, managing the trade-
offs of strategy choices to achieve circularity and adequate environmental performance can
be confusing. Eberhardt et al. [108] highlighted that the strategy choice was often based
on intuition since there is a gap in the strategies’ environmental performances and related
benefits.

There are different recommendations for the strategy choice: consider the longevity
and initial lifetime of products [19]; extend the value and useful life of the resources
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used [21]; enable future adaptations, including expansion or deconstruction [29]; and others.
Furthermore, the strategy could bring different results because of buildings’ typologies,
components, and material groups and how they are used in their life cycle [31]. The authors
also pointed out that insufficient knowledge about strategies’ environmental performances
risks inappropriate selection and potential rebound effects with higher environmental
impacts. To reduce this gap between theory and practice, efforts must be made to identify
the needs of designers and the necessary adaptations in the ecodesign process [71].

Moreover, designers wishing to use ecodesign must be supported by simplifications
in the method and effective recognition of the sustainability approach’s complexity and
importance [90]. Advances in the development of open-source methods can provide early
feedback on design decisions and help designers to drive circular building design [110].
Moreover, the integration of creative problem-solving activities, such as the ecodesign
process, can help in the translation of customer demands into innovative and sustainable
solutions [111].

4.2. Framework

The choice of strategies must be made on a case-by-case basis, within the temporal,
spatial, and cultural study contexts [1]. Thus, the framework proposition aims to organize
the building project flow, helping to select and implement CS and ES in the early stages, as
illustrated in Figure 8.

The proposed framework is based on the Plan-Do-Check-Act concept, recommended
by ISO/TR 14062 [106] for environmental management, because improvements and it-
erations are continuous and must be constantly reviewed. Also, the number and com-
plexity of interactions among actors in the CE create complicated management of trade-
offs [112], which require a holistic and collaborative view of the decision-making processes
of strategies.

In the first stage, Plan, the objectives (environmental, social, economic, and circular)
are established through the initial environmental assessment. It can be carried out using
data from previous studies, benchmark databases, EPDs, or materials passports. Moreover,
in this stage, the following can be considered: the main hotspots to be improved, the
defined scale of action, and creating the dashboard criteria. The scales are classified as
follows. The macro scale refers to cities and neighborhoods, the meso scale to buildings,
and the micro scale to assemblies and components [113]. The creation of the dashboard
involves correlating relevant aspects, such as material consumption, energy usage, water
consumption, waste production, and pollution, with the different phases of the life cycle.

In the second stage, Do, two activities take place. The first one is the definition of the
design strategy, based on the results of the dashboard, considering technical and biological
cycles and the long-term building lifecycle. After that, efforts should be made to develop
communication (internal team and final user) and the alignment of consumer preferences,
choices, and behavioral patterns. To ensure effective communication, it is recommended to
follow the characteristics of the framework proposed by Lofthouse (2006) [114]: guidance;
information; visual; inspiration; dynamic access; non-scientific language; and education.

The second activity refers to the implementation of the selected strategy or strategies
through the simultaneous modeling of the building model and the life cycle. The combined
assessments allow stakeholders to define the feasibility and desirability of design strategies
and to check the environmental building performance and circularity. The use of BIM helps
in the integration of different stakeholders in these processes and digital technologies.

In the third phase, Check (and monitoring), the results of Stage 2 with the Stage 1
objectives are compared, checking the reduction of the environmental impacts from selected
strategies. Monitoring must take place throughout the entire lifecycle (first and others) and
the results obtained by each strategy must be reported, as well as the relationship of the
strategies with the behavior of users. Such data can be obtained from the BIM models of
the processes under analysis and will also serve as a data source for future benchmarks.
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In the fourth phase, Act, the results of the framework application must be reported, as
well as its difficulties and new variables that must be considered in the ecodesign process
for implementing the CE.

The proposed framework allows the management of trade-offs of competing objectives
(such as economic and environmental) that need to be considered simultaneously in an
integrative manner [17]. Furthermore, we developed the structure based on ecodesign and
PDCA principles, which allow the organized development of new ideas, the exploration of
new alternatives, and the search for continuous improvement in the design flow.

Finally, the proposed framework helps in the CE transition because:

• It allows a collaborative view of the decision-making processes in the initial phases of
the project;

• It helps identify environmental hotspots and aligns with previously employed strate-
gies (benchmarks);

• It facilitates management throughout the life cycle and can connect with new life
cycles (bank of materials, deconstruction, and cycling, among others);

• It facilitates the mapping of information and the construction of a database for
new projects;

• It guides on the integrated use of the LCA environmental assessment technique and
BIM modeling software;

• It assists in checking the impacts of the use of CS and ES regarding circularity, envi-
ronmental, economic, or social spheres.

5. Conclusions

The CE theme has grown exponentially in recent years in different sectors. The analysis
of existing reviews on CE in the construction sector indicates that there is awareness of
the urgency of adopting the principles of the model. However, there is fragmentation in
the approach to the theme. Furthermore, there are still uncertainties related to the impact
reduction of many CS, and an in-depth analysis of how they can affect environmental
performance is required.

This study provides a comprehensive analysis of ecodesign and CS in building con-
struction. The identified strategies, together with the proposed framework, can serve as
a useful guide for stakeholders to improve the environmental performance of the built
environment and increase circularity. We included 69 articles in the review and identified
23 strategies. The findings indicate that the most cited strategies are reuse, recycling, design
for disassembly, design for life extension, studying alternatives, and improved energy
efficiency. However, new strategies have also emerged in recent literature, indicating the
ongoing evolution of the field.

The comparison with grey literature allows the identification of new strategies, totaling
51. Further studies are needed to investigate the benefits and challenges linked to each one,
and how the strategies are correlated in the search for better environmental performance
and circularity. Furthermore, the investigation of ES is also relevant since the CS primarily
aims to increase circularity, while ecodesign ensures the mitigation of environmental
impacts and a holistic view of the project.

We proposed a framework based on the Plan-Do-Check-Act concept to streamline the
management of trade-offs when selecting strategies. This framework enables a collaborative
approach to decision-making processes for strategies and effectively manages their impact
on circularity, as well as environmental, social, and economic performance.

By embracing a life cycle perspective and integrating circularity into the ecodesign
process, the civil construction sector can play a pivotal role in driving the transition to-
ward a more sustainable CE. This study enhances our understanding of the potential
of CE in the construction sector and offers valuable insights into the implementation of
circular strategies and ES practices, thereby contributing to the attainment of sustainable
development goals.
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We list some recommendations for future work aiming to continue discussions in
this area: (i) check the economic viability of the application of CS and ES and compare
it with traditional practices; (ii) apply CS and ES in different case studies and, preferably
at different scales, to verify the relationship between increased circularity and reduced
impact; (iii) examine the effects of combining strategies and determine if there are specific
building types, materials, or construction systems to which they are better suited; (iv)
analyze whether there is a particular strategy that should be prioritized or that offers
greater environmental benefits based on the stage of the building, whether it is existing,
historic, new, temporary, or other; (v) check how the context can affect the application
of CS and ES and which factors should be analyzed carefully; (vi) determine how to
communicate the levels of circularity (or possible paths) and its benefits to decision-makers;
(vii) determine how to automate the inclusion of strategies in modeling software such as
BIM, facilitating the inclusion of the practice in the routine of design offices.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/buildings13082059/s1, Table S1: Summary contents of review articles
about Circular Economy (CE) in the construction sector; Table S2: Study purpose and key results of
each article analysed in the literature review.
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79. Denac, M.; Obrecht, M.; Radonjič, G. Current and Potential Ecodesign Integration in Small and Medium Enterprises: Construction

and Related Industries. Bus. Strateg. Environ. 2018, 27, 825–837. [CrossRef]
80. Vakili-Ardebili, A.; Boussabaine, A.H. Ecological Building Design Determinants. Archit. Eng. Des. Manag. 2010, 6, 111–131.

[CrossRef]
81. Boussabaine, H.; Vakili-Ardebili, A. Topological Characteristics of Ecological Building Design Complexity. Intell. Build. Int. 2010,

2, 124–139.
82. Zabalza Bribián, I.; Aranda Usón, A.; Scarpellini, S. Life Cycle Assessment in Buildings: State-of-the-Art and Simplified LCA

Methodology as a Complement for Building Certification. Build. Environ. 2009, 44, 2510–2520. [CrossRef]
83. Santagata, R.; Zucaro, A.; Viglia, S.; Ripa, M.; Tian, X.; Ulgiati, S. Assessing the Sustainability of Urban Eco-Systems through

Emergy-Based Circular Economy Indicators. Ecol. Indic. 2020, 109, 105859. [CrossRef]
84. Akanbi, L.A.; Oyedele, L.O.; Omoteso, K.; Bilal, M.; Akinade, O.O.; Ajayi, A.O.; Davila Delgado, J.M.; Owolabi, H.A. Disassembly

and Deconstruction Analytics System (D-DAS) for Construction in a Circular Economy. J. Clean. Prod. 2019, 223, 386–396.
[CrossRef]

85. Ogunmakinde, O.E.; Egbelakin, T.; Sher, W. Contributions of the Circular Economy to the UN Sustainable Development Goals
through Sustainable Construction. Resour. Conserv. Recycl. 2022, 178, 106023. [CrossRef]

86. Hartwell, R.; Macmillan, S.; Overend, M. Circular Economy of Façades: Real-World Challenges and Opportunities. Resour.
Conserv. Recycl. 2021, 175, 105827. [CrossRef]

87. Su, D.; Casamayor, J.L.; Xu, X. An Integrated Approach for Eco-Design and Its Application in Led Lighting Product Development.
Sustainability 2021, 13, 488. [CrossRef]

88. Ipsen, K.L.; Pizzol, M.; Birkved, M.; Amor, B. How Lack of Knowledge and Tools Hinders the Eco-Design of Buildings—A
Systematic Review. Urban Sci. 2021, 5, 20. [CrossRef]

89. Bourke, K.; Kyle, B. Service Life Planning and Durability in the Context of Circular Economy Assessments—Initial Aspects for
Review. Can. J. Civ. Eng. 2019, 46, 1074–1079. [CrossRef]

90. Gagnon, B.; Tanguay, X.; Amor, B.; Imbrogno, A.F. Forest Products and Circular Economy Strategies: A Canadian Perspective.
Energies 2022, 15, 673. [CrossRef]

91. Moudjari, M.; Marouf, H.; Muhamad, H.; Chaalal, O.; Mequignon, M.; Maherzi, W.; Benzerzour, M. Using Local Materials to
Optimize the Eco-Design of a Resilient Urban Environment in Sustainable Urban Project Process. Civ. Eng. Archit. 2021, 9,
2084–2097. [CrossRef]

92. Bonoli, A.; Zanni, S.; Serrano-Bernardo, F. Sustainability in Building and Construction within the Framework of Circular Cities
and European New Green Deal. The Contribution of Concrete Recycling. Sustainability 2021, 13, 2139. [CrossRef]

93. Richter, J.L.; Tähkämö, L.; Dalhammar, C. Trade-Offs with Longer Lifetimes? The Case of LED Lamps Considering Product
Development and Energy Contexts. J. Clean. Prod. 2019, 226, 195–209. [CrossRef]

94. Monticelli, C.; Zanelli, A. Material Saving and Building Component Efficiency as Main Eco-Design Principles for Membrane
Architecture: Case—Studies of ETFE Enclosures. Archit. Eng. Des. Manag. 2021, 17, 264–280. [CrossRef]

95. Cheshmehzangi, A.; Flynn, A.; Tan-Mullins, M.; Xie, L.; Deng, W.; Mangi, E.; Chen, W. From Eco-Urbanism to Eco-Fusion: An
Augmented Multi-Scalar Framework in Sustainable Urbanism. Sustainability 2021, 13, 2373. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1021/es900707u
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2022.131375
https://doi.org/10.1177/1478077120947996
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.01.173
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2019.104605
https://doi.org/10.1595/205651320X15706349546439
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.buildenv.2006.11.017
https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.13138
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14148969
https://doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2018.1435895
https://doi.org/10.1080/19397038.2017.1376723
https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.2034
https://doi.org/10.3763/aedm.2008.0096
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.buildenv.2009.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolind.2019.105859
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.03.172
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2021.106023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2021.105827
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13020488
https://doi.org/10.3390/urbansci5010020
https://doi.org/10.1139/cjce-2018-0596
https://doi.org/10.3390/en15030673
https://doi.org/10.13189/cea.2021.090636
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13042139
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.03.331
https://doi.org/10.1080/17452007.2020.1768507
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13042373


Buildings 2023, 13, 2059 33 of 33

96. Restrepo-alvarez, A.F.; Muñoz-arias, C.; Villamil-villar, B.I.; Bolívar-chaves, O.F.; Valle, U.; Integradas, F.D.A.; Diseño, D. De
Development of a Portable Lighting System Powered by Photovoltaic Solar Energy: Chucheros-Buenaventura Community
Application Case Desarrollo de Un Sistema de Iluminación Portátil Alimentado Por Energía Solar Fotovoltaica: Caso de Aplicación
Comunidad. Ing. Compet. 2021, 23, e21010806.

97. Park, H.M.; Jo, H.K. Ecological Design and Construction Strategies through Life Cycle Assessment of Carbon Budget for Urban
Parks in Korea. Forests 2021, 12, 1399. [CrossRef]

98. Han, H.; Quan, W.; Lho, L.H.; Yu, J. Eco-Design of Airport Buildings and Customer Responses and Behaviors: Uncovering the
Role of Biospheric Value, Reputation, and Subjective Well-Being. Sustainability 2020, 12, 10059. [CrossRef]

99. Rivela, B.; Cuerda, I.; Olivieri, F.; Bedoya, C.; Neila, J. Life Cycle Assessment for Ecodesign of Ecological Roof Made with Intemper
TF Ecological Water-Tank System. Mater. Constr. 2013, 63, 131–145. [CrossRef]

100. Mhatre, P.; Panchal, R.; Singh, A.; Bibyan, S. A Systematic Literature Review on the Circular Economy Initiatives in the European
Union. Sustain. Prod. Consum. 2021, 26, 187–202. [CrossRef]

101. EMF; E.M.F. 10 Circular Investment Opportunities for a Low-Carbon and Prosperous Recovery. The Built Environment; Ellen Macarthur
Foundation: Cowes, UK, 2020.

102. Open Systems Lab. Wikihouse Manufacturing Guide: A General Guide to CNC Manufacturing of WikiHouse Components; Open Systems
Lab: Singapore, 2019.

103. De Schoenmakere, M.; Gillabel, J. Circular by Design: Products in the Circular Economy; Publications Office of the European Union:
Copenhagen, Denmark, 2017; ISBN 9789292138578.

104. CIRCUIT Circuit: About the Project. Available online: https://www.circuit-project.eu/about (accessed on 26 August 2021).
105. Adams, K.T.; Osmani, M.; Thorpe, T.; Thornback, J. Circular Economy in Construction: Current Awareness, Challenges and

Enablers. Waste Resour. Manag. 2017, 170, 15–24. [CrossRef]
106. ISO; I.O.for S. ISO/TR 14062:2002; Environmental Management. Integrating Environmental Aspects into Product Design and

Development. ISO: Geneva, Switzerland, 2002.
107. IHOBE, S.P. de G.A. Basque Ecodesign Center Cuaderno de Ideas #13: Ecodiseño Para Una Economía Circular, 2016.
108. Eberhardt, L.C.M.; van Stijn, A.; Rasmussen, F.N.; Birkved, M.; Birgisdottir, H. Development of a Life Cycle Assessment Allocation

Approach for Circular Economy in the Built Environment. Sustainability 2020, 12, 9579. [CrossRef]
109. Open Systems Lab. The DfMA Housing Manual: An Introduction to the Principles of Design for Manufacture & Assembly (DfMA) for

Homes by Open Systems Lab; Open Systems Lab: Singapore, 2019.
110. Kanters, J. Circular Building Design: An Analysis of Barriers and Drivers for a Circular Building Sector. Buildings 2020, 10, 77.

[CrossRef]
111. Alhawari, O.; Awan, U.; Bhutta, M.K.S.; Ülkü, M.A. Insights from Circular Economy Literature: A Review of Extant Definitions

and Unravelling Paths to Future Research. Sustainability 2021, 13, 859. [CrossRef]
112. Milios, L. Advancing to a Circular Economy: Three Essential Ingredients for a Comprehensive Policy Mix. Sustain. Sci. 2018, 13,

861–878. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
113. Pomponi, F.; Moncaster, A. Circular Economy for the Built Environment: A Research Framework. J. Clean. Prod. 2017, 143,

710–718. [CrossRef]
114. Lofthouse, V. Ecodesign Tools for Designers: Defining the Requirements. J. Clean. Prod. 2006, 14, 1386–1395. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.3390/f12101399
https://doi.org/10.3390/su122310059
https://doi.org/10.3989/mc.2012.02611
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.spc.2020.09.008
https://www.circuit-project.eu/about
https://doi.org/10.1680/jwarm.16.00011
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12229579
https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings10040077
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13020859
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-017-0502-9
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30147792
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.12.055
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2005.11.013

	Introduction 
	Circular Economy in the Construction Sector 
	Method 
	Results and Discussion 
	Systematic Literature Review 
	Current Overview and Trends 
	Built Environment Characteristics 
	Circular Economy and Ecodesign Relation 
	Comparison of Ecodesign Strategies (ES) and Circular Strategies (CS) 

	Framework 

	Conclusions 
	References

