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Our Story

Samantha Wittchen and Nic Esposito co-founded Circular Philadelphia 
in 2021. Wittchen had first approached Esposito in August 2020 about an 
idea she’d had a couple years prior: She wanted to form an organization 
that could support businesses and individuals in the Philadelphia region 
with education resources and technical assistance to help them move 
toward zero waste. The organization would function as a center of gravity 
for waste reduction, reuse, and recycling work that the City of Philadelphia’s 
municipal government did not prioritize and had no staff or infrastructure to 
advance in a meaningful way.

Wittchen, a longtime sustainability consultant, identified Esposito as 
an ideal partner because of his prior work as Philadelphia’s Zero Waste and 
Litter Director. They shared an understanding of the waste landscape and 
had connections with major players in Philadelphia. During his tenure with 
the City, Esposito helped define Philadelphia’s zero waste goals, championed 
and saw passed a plastic bag ban, helped establish Pennsylvania’s first 
permitted urban composting site, decreased illegal dumping by 40%, and 
conducted an annual assessment of litter in the city to enable a data-driven 
government litter response. 

When the City eliminated Esposito’s position in 2020 due to pandemic-
related budget shortfalls, Wittchen pitched him on her idea for a zero 
waste advocacy and capacity-building organization. The pandemic had 
exacerbated and spotlit Philadelphia’s waste management shortcomings; 
it was clear that the timing was right to launch an organization that could 
facilitate the on-the-ground work necessary to push for systemic change. 

Wittchen, too, was uniquely positioned to advance this work as one 
of the principals of iSpring Associates—a women-owned sustainability 
consultancy that, in addition to industrial and institutional clients, had held 
several contracts with the City to assist with commercial recycling projects. 
Plus, she had been involved in the grassroots RecycleNOW campaign 
in the 2000s that led to the implementation of single-stream recycling in 
Philadelphia.

Esposito suggested that, rather than focus solely on zero waste, the 
organization could take a wider lens and focus on fostering a circular 
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economy, which designs out waste in the products we make, keeps 
materials in use as long as possible through repair and reuse, and recovers 
materials through recycling and regenerative practices for their next use. 
Through Esposito’s work with organizations like C40 Cities, Circle Economy, 
and Doughnut Economics Action Lab, his city government team had begun 
pivoting to focus on creating such an economy in Philadelphia to reduce 
waste, clean up streets, and address Philadelphia’s inequitable poverty. 

In late 2020, Esposito and Wittchen developed the concept, brand, 
and plan for Circular Philadelphia. In the spring of 2021, they recruited Julie 
Hancher, founder of the Green Philly media hub, to help develop the initial 
marketing plan for the organization. And in June 2021, the organization 
formally launched with what would be the first of many events meant to lift 
up the circular economy in Philadelphia. 

After almost four years, Circular Philadelphia has accomplished a lot, 
including producing four policy papers, changing a city regulation to enable 
the use of reusable containers, and launching the Circular Cities Network. 
People from other cities have approached us to better understand how we 
got started, how we operate, and how we plan to sustain our work into 
the future. Circular San Antonio and Circular Twin Cities both used Circular 
Philadelphia as a model for their organizations. As believers in the free flow 
of information, we decided to create an open source manual to help other 
circular economy nonprofits and other cities get started. 

This operating manual is generously funded by the Claneil Foundation 
and is a comprehensive guide to creating an organization like Circular 
Philadelphia in your city. Of course, we must lead with a caveat: Each city 
has its own culture, nuances, challenges and opportunities that are distinct 
from Philadelphia. But we believe that you will find value in our story, and 
we can’t wait to see the launch of Circular (insert your city’s name here)!
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Chapter 1: Getting Started

Surveying the Circular Economy Landscape

When we conceived of Circular Philadelphia, one of the first things 
we did was to make a list of every circular economy-related business 
and organization and some select individuals to engage in the Circular 
Philadelphia network. We then conducted our own research into these 
organizations and set up a series of informational interviews with entities 
on the list to fully understand their role in Philadelphia’s burgeoning circular 
economy and how an organization like Circular Philadelphia could be of 
assistance. This exercise was important for two reasons:

1.	 It allowed us to fully understand the landscape of who is connected 
to the circular economy in Philadelphia. Of course, we knew of the 
obvious enterprises, such as recycling and compost companies. 
But as we broadened our definition of what could be considered 
a “circular economy” business, it helped us understand how to 
broaden the general definition of circular economy and how that 
definition related to the business sector in Philadelphia.

2.	 We used this list as the invite list for our launch party in Spring of 
2021. Since we were just coming out of the most intense period of 
pandemic-triggered social distancing, we had to limit the guest 
list. However, we used the full list to engage the businesses, 
organizations and individuals in a “Founding Member Drive.” This 
drive not only raised the funds needed to launch the organization, 
it also immediately showed the demand for and value of an 
organization like Circular Philadelphia. This drive started at our 
launch party in June of 2021 and lasted throughout the summer of 
2021. Those founding members are still recognized on our website.

Another early initiative that Circular Philadelphia conducted to 
understand the circular landscape in Philadelphia was the “Circular 
Scavenger Hunt.” For this program, we created a Google form that asked 
people to submit businesses in their neighborhood that participate in the 
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circular economy by repairing goods, selling secondhand goods, providing 
bulk food options, allowing refillable to-go mugs in cafes and offering other 
circular services.

The point of this initiative was not only to find more possible members, 
but also to acknowledge that circular economy practices have been 
happening in Philly’s neighborhoods for generations. Although these 
business owners and their customers may call it by a different name, we 
wanted to acknowledge their legacy and proactively work to welcome them 
into our network to create an inclusive and diverse movement.

Without a doubt, these businesses operate in your community, too. We 
recommend doing an activity like the Circular Scavenger Hunt to engage 
your current members in a fun wayfinding activity in their own communities 
while building the diverse circular economy network.

Selecting an Organizational Structure

When we started Circular Philadelphia, we considered a number 
of different structures for the organization, including a cooperative 
member-owned structure and a couple of nonprofit models. We believed 
that a traditional for-profit model was not the correct fit because of our 
assumption that some of the organization’s work would need to be funded 
by philanthropic grants. We will discuss this more in the “Funding Pro 
Forma” section.

We ultimately decided on a traditional nonprofit corporation 
structure so that Circular Philadelphia would be eligible for grants 
restricted to nonprofits. After researching the difference between a 
nonprofit membership corporation and a non-membership corporation, 
we determined that the former option would add an additional layer of 
complexity to the organization’s governance that might make it difficult for 
Circular Philadelphia to adapt quickly to changing conditions in the early 
years. Even though Circular Philadelphia has members, they do not vote, 
nor do they have a direct say in the governance of the organization.

Nonprofit Incorporation and Tax-exemption

Circular Philadelphia is incorporated as a Pennsylvania nonprofit 
corporation. When forming the organization, we elected to draft and file 
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the articles of incorporation ourselves, as Wittchen had access to other 
nonprofits’ articles of incorporation to use as a model and experience with 
forming entities in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. If this is something 
that you feel is outside your skill set, you may want to consider hiring a 
lawyer to draft and file the necessary paperwork. 

After incorporating, the next question to answer was how to handle 
federal tax exemption. Since we anticipated memberships, sponsorships, 
and donations providing some of the organization’s revenue, we knew 
that we would need to offer tax deductions for individuals and businesses 
contributing to these revenue streams. While we discussed fiscal 
sponsorship as a long-term solution for Circular Philadelphia, we ultimately 
determined that applying for our own 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status from the 
IRS made the most sense given our desire for the organization to be fully 
self-sufficient one day. 

This may or may not be the right choice for an organization in different 
circumstances. There is a robust case to be made for staying under a fiscal 
sponsorship for the long term. For a great guide to this topic, check out 
fiscal sponsor veteran Tivoni Devor’s e-book, Skip the c3.

Since filing for 501(c)(3) status was the right direction for Circular 
Philadelphia, and as Wittchen had the aforementioned experience with 
applying for tax exemption from the IRS, we elected to handle the application 
ourselves without retaining the services of a lawyer. Again, if this is outside 
your skill set or comfort level, consider hiring a lawyer to file the necessary 
paperwork for you.

In order to provide a tax deduction while we set up the governing 
structure and drafted corporate documents to file for tax exemption, we 
explored a fiscal sponsorship with two separate organizations. Ultimately, 
the Sustainability Nexus, another nonprofit organization in Philadelphia, 
agreed to be our fiscal sponsor, and Circular Philadelphia remained a 
sponsee of the Sustainability Nexus until receiving its 501(c)(3) designation 
in August 2022. IRS application review and approval times vary widely, but 
Circular Philadelphia received its approval seven months after submitting 
the application.

https://www.skipthec3.com/
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Bylaws

One of the foundational documents of a nonprofit entity is its bylaws. 
Bylaws are an organization’s internal operating rules, and they outline how 
the board of directors will govern the organization. They outline board roles 
and responsibilities and meeting and election procedures, among other 
governance topics, and they serve as a framework for decision-making. 
Bylaws can also be helpful to have in place when applying for IRS tax 
exemption.

We elected to draft our own bylaws, which were then adopted by our 
board of directors at our second organizational meeting. As with other 
legal documents, a lawyer can help if you are uncomfortable drafting this 
document yourself. 

Board Considerations

A nonprofit organization that seeks tax-exemption from the IRS is 
required to have a board of directors. To comply with IRS requirements, 
the board may have as few as three officers, a president, a treasurer and 
a secretary, although there is good reason to have more board members 
than that. There are many other great resources available (included in 
the “Appendix”) that discuss different board structures and sizes, legal 
requirements in different states, and whether your board should be a 
working board, a governing board, or a fundraising board. Here we will only 
focus on our considerations in forming Circular Philadelphia’s first board of 
directors.

Because we knew that we wouldn’t be able to hire full-time staff 
right away, we felt it was important to have a working board that would 
be willing and able to help with more of the day-to-day operations of the 
organization. As we sought to form an initial board comprised of members 
of diverse ages, races, experiences and skill sets, we initially reached out 
to individuals who we believed would complement the founders’ skill sets 
and experience. Additionally, we sought people interested in joining our 
founding board on our website and rounded out the initial board from that 
pool. Circular Philadelphia’s founding board consisted of six individuals, 
including founders Esposito and Wittchen, from a variety of backgrounds. 
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Board membership at Circular Philadelphia does not come with any 
financial obligation, and we opted for that because we knew we would be 
asking our board members to contribute their time to help with operations 
and fundraising. Another organization with other circumstances may 
choose differently with respect to requiring a financial commitment from 
board members, and that should certainly be a part of the conversation 
when determining how to set up a board.

Funding Pro Forma

When starting any organization, it’s important to consider how much 
funding you’ll need to get off the ground, and then start to plan your growth 
from there. When we created Circular Philadelphia, we put together a 
Funding Pro Forma to better understand what our financial needs and 
opportunities were. According to Investopedia, “pro forma” is Latin for “as 
a matter of form” and in the business context, it relates to a method of 
calculating financial results using certain projections of presumptions. 

Creating an early Funding Pro Forma was important for two reasons:

1.	 It allowed us to envision the ideal size of the organization, which 
was a helpful tool for guiding our staff growth strategy from an 
early stage. 

2.	 It allowed us to define the funding streams we would need in order 
to achieve financial stability and sustainability.

3.	 It helped us create the necessary financial projections for the 
Statement of Revenues and Expenses required by the IRS in 
applying for tax-exemption.

For instance, we learned early on from other membership-based 
nonprofits that it’s risky to rely on member contributions to primarily fund 
the organization. Taking into consideration our projected staff size and 
desired revenue growth, we calculated the percentage of our revenue we 
could likely capture through memberships and sponsorships given the price 
points we set and the size of our “market” for both. 

The Funding Pro Forma also proved useful because the funding 
journey for a nonprofit rarely follows the strategy set forth at the beginning. 

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/p/proforma.asp#:~:text=Pro%2520forma,%2520Latin%2520for%2520%25E2%2580%259Cas,certain%2520items%2520for%2520potential%2520investors.
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For instance, Circular Philadelphia received significant general operating 
grants from two regional foundations in its third year of existence. This 
was transformational for our growth. We were very lucky to receive general 
operating support, as it is often difficult to obtain, and we know that we can’t 
rely on it forever. To safeguard against general operating support drying up, 
we budget conservatively with a surplus baked in to allow us to continue to 
operate while we identify new revenue sources. We also rely on revisiting 
the Funding Pro Forma to continue to develop our revenue streams to 
create a balanced approach to funding.

In regard to funding streams, we broke them down into the following 
areas. In each area, we have reprinted the original strategies to attain this 
funding as well as the projected percentage of how much each area would 
represent. We will revisit these numbers in the “Funding and Business 
Planning” section of Chapter 2: Organizational Operations.

Industry Support (memberships/sponsorships)

Strategy: Offer a range of memberships from basic affiliation ($75) to small 
and midsize business ($400) to corporate ($3,000). These memberships 
will allow members a certain amount of free consulting time with our staff, 
reduced prices on fee for service, and will be marketed as supporting the 
services that are supporting their businesses.

Percentage of Funding: 35%

Philanthropic Support

Strategy: Approach local, regional and national foundations to make 
the business pitch. Also look for local chamber of commerce grants and 
government commerce grants. 

Percentage of Funding: 10%

Contracting/Consulting Support

Strategy: Offer a range of paid services for consulting, financial analysis, 
feasibility studies and data collection; these services can be offered at 
reduced pricing for members and at full price to non-members. Pursue 
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contracts with governments, corporations, and NGOs that enhance circular 
economy policy, legislation, and systems.

Percentage of Funding: 50%

Crowdsourcing

Strategy: Have ongoing and campaign-based fundraising strategies that 
engage people who care about the circular economy and get them to 
donate. Could be good for initial funds and then every time we release a 
large report or make another big win in the circular economy.

Percentage of Funding: 5%

Final Thought

This Funding Pro Forma was also incredibly valuable because it allowed 
Circular Philadelphia to map out necessary staff positions and the funding 
required to cover those salaries. This allowed us to understand how much 
we would need to fundraise in order to fully staff the organization. It also 
helped us examine the critical positions we anticipated would be necessary 
to create an effective and impactful organization. 

We will revisit the current state of our staffing in the “Staffing” section 
of Chapter 2: Organizational Operations.

Initial Market Focus Areas

Although Circular Philadelphia was built to engage any business, 
organization, and/or individual that wants to participate in the circular 
economy, we knew that the organization could suffer from a lack of direction 
and inability to make progress without defined focus areas. So we asked 
ourselves, “What are the main things that everyone needs to live a basic 
existence?” The response was:

	⚫ Everyone needs a place to live, work, worship, and play.
	⚫ Everyone needs to eat.
	⚫ Everyone needs to be clothed.
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Those three responses guided the creation of Circular Philadelphia’s 
three initial market focus areas:

1.	Built Environment

We work with construction and demolition 
recyclers, deconstruction companies, builders, and 
city officials to increase the reuse and recycling 
of building materials while also addressing 
Philadelphia’s pervasive illegal dumping problem. 

We also work with architects, building operators, and purchasers to source 
and increase their use of reclaimed and recycled products for their projects.

2.	Food Systems

We work with food recovery organizations and 
experts, tech companies, restaurateurs, grocers, 
and city officials to reduce food waste, increase 
composting, and develop systems for reusable 
packaging spurred by the increased demand for 

take-out food during the pandemic.

3.	Textiles

We work with recyclers, tech companies, makers, 
retailers, secondhand stores, and donation 
organizations to ensure that people have the option 
to find second or even third lives for their clothes as 
they keep up with the latest fashion trends. We work 

with designers and manufacturers to optimize supply chains for circularity 
and minimize production waste.

Additional Sector Development

1.	Vacant Land

Circular Philadelphia is a member-driven organization. At our first members 
meeting (more on that in the “Public Engagement” section of Chapter 2: 
Organizational Operations), we heard from many members that Circular 
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Philadelphia should view Philadelphia’s 42,000 vacant lots as 42,000 
opportunities, and we developed a Vacant Land Market Focus. 

We work with policy experts, city government officials, elected officials, 
circular economy businesses, and community groups to develop vacant 
land activations that can increase circular economy activity and community 
development. Since a circular economy relies on a decentralized flow of 
goods throughout a city, these vacant parcels are ideal as locations to move 
material. We envision community compost bins, glass recycling bins, and 
textile drop offs in lots across the city that residents can easily access in just 
a few blocks walk. 

2.	Resale

As of this writing, Circular Philadelphia is considering adding an additional 
market focus on the resale of goods. Philadelphia is home to a large and 
robust resale market sector encompassing everything from secondhand 
clothes to repaired appliances. However, this sector suffers from a lack 
of investment from public economic development entities due to its 
classification as a “non-traditional business model.” Circular Philadelphia 
is working with resale businesses, consumers that buy secondhand, and 
Philadelphia’s Commerce Department to develop this fifth sector focused 
on resale.

Final Thought

Human needs like buildings, food and clothing tend to be ubiquitous 
while issues like vacant lots and resale of goods may be more city-specific. 
When creating market sectors for a circular economy organization, it’s 
important to assess the impact that a market focus will have on both the 
business sector and the consumers/residents of a city. As we can attest, 
making an impact in these sectors is resource intensive. It’s important to be 
as judicious as possible when selecting sectors of focus to ensure you have 
the resources, interest, and ability to make an impact.
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Programmatic Focus Areas

In conducting the circular economy landscape analysis, we uncovered 
a consistent sentiment among the people we interviewed. While many 
interviewees like getting a newsletter and being invited to happy hours by 
other organizations, they wanted more than this. Simply put, these people 
wanted to see us take action. 

To achieve real action, we elected to narrow our programmatic focus 
areas, which we determined based on the following criteria. 

1.	 What are the needs of the businesses, organizations, and 
individuals that we discovered through the circular economy 
landscape analysis? 

2.	 What is the capacity and skill set of the current staff?
3.	 What is the level of impact we can achieve by focusing on a given 

programmatic focus area? 

Answering these questions produced three main programmatic focus 
areas for the organization. 

Policy & Advocacy*

	⚫ Need: A consistent pain point for 
businesses we interviewed was a difficulty 
in understanding and learning about City 
regulations. This applies not only to regulations 
about circularity practices, but regulations in general—echoing a 
common refrain that the City of Philadelphia makes it difficult for 
businesses to be in compliance. Compounding matters, those 
businesses that are up to speed on City regulations feel that many 
of them impede their circularity practices. Many businesses and 
individuals also have ideas for circular economy policy that they 
have seen in other parts of the country and world, which could be 
brought to Philadelphia. For an example of our early policy work in 
action, please check out the Tiffin Reusable Containers case study 
on page 16.
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	⚫ Capacity: Circular Philadelphia benefited early on from co-director 
Esposito’s former position as Philadelphia’s Zero Waste and Litter 
Director. During his tenure, Esposito helped pass numerous 
pieces of legislation and maintains a long list of contacts in City 
government and much institutional knowledge, all of which has 
been helpful when navigating City legislation and policy. Similarly, 
Wittchen, during her time as a consultant to the Philadelphia 
Recycling Office, drafted new commercial recycling regulations for 
the City through a robust stakeholder interview process. From that 
experience, she brings a solid understanding of how policy change 
works in the City. 

	⚫ Impact: City policy, regulation, and legislation are powerful 
tools for enacting major city-wide change and either leveling the 
playing field or providing a well deserved competitive advantage to 
businesses that are going above and beyond to reduce waste and 
resource use. 

*A note on policy: If you’re organized as a 501(c)(3), the IRS restricts 
the amount of time you may spend on lobbying activities to 20%. However, 
there is a difference between advocacy and lobbying, a type of advocacy 
that seeks to influence specific legislation. We are very mindful of making 
sure that lobbying activities are no more than 20% of our time. If you are 
uncertain what the difference is, the National Council of Nonprofits website 
has many good articles on the subject.

Education and Outreach

	⚫ Need: For many, the term “circular economy” 
is still new. Businesses we interviewed 
expressed a need for help with raising the 
general level of awareness and understanding 
of what the circular economy is. This cuts across individuals, 
policymakers and other businesses operating outside the circular 
economy. From individuals, we heard that many would like to 
participate in the circular economy, advocate for it, and buy from 
circular businesses, but that they don’t know where to start. This 
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made it clear that education and outreach would be a critical part 
of our activities. 

	⚫ Capacity: Wittchen’s background as a designer, educator, and 
performer helped Circular Philadelphia develop this programmatic 
area. We were able to develop well-designed outreach materials 
in-house. Both co-directors are skilled presenters, which opened 
doors to speaking engagements and other opportunities to educate 
people about the circular economy and Circular Philadelphia’s work 
to advance it. This, coupled with early recruitment of volunteers with 
marketing and social media background, was a major advantage to 
effective education and outreach.

	⚫ Impact: Given that many businesses need exposure, and that 
we had a captive audience that wanted to be exposed to circular 
economy businesses, it was logical to make education and outreach 
a programmatic focus. We also realized that if we wanted to grow 
the organization and the circular economy movement in general, 
we would need to make the term “circular economy” part of the 
vernacular through education and outreach. 

Market Transformation

	⚫ Need: If Philadelphia is truly to shift to a 
circular economy, then the city needs the 
infrastructure, systems, and intersectional 
connections to ensure that circular businesses 
can thrive. During our landscape analysis, we recognized that there 
were major gaps in those areas. We saw an opportunity to support 
filling those gaps. We also recognized that the only way to sustain 
our momentum was to show continued progress toward a circular 
economy in the form of market transformation.

	⚫ Capacity: Both founders have experience in building businesses 
and organizations prior to co-founding Circular Philadelphia. 
Understanding businesses’ operational and scaling challenges 
enabled the organization to better support those enterprises 
working to transform markets. However, our early intention was 
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to have business professionals on the board and to engage with 
the business community and other circular economy professionals, 
even if they didn’t become members. These connections brought 
in a diverse set of perspectives that is needed for market 
transformation.

	⚫ Impact: The obvious impact is transforming into a circular economy. 
Early on, Wittchen and Esposito stated that their collective job was 
not to write the circular economy plan for the City of Philadelphia. 
Instead, their job was to convene the players in the market, identify 
and serve their needs, and then let the market dictate how the 
circular economy is built in Philadelphia. 

Final Thought

When considering programmatic focuses for an organization, it’s 
important to consider the three criteria listed at the top of this section in 
relation to your founding staff experience, potential members, and city 
needs. The worst mistake a young organization can make is overpromising 
and under-delivering. Completing this exercise will ensure that you can 
create a manageable workload of high-impact programs that keep people 
engaged with your organization.
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Tiffin Indian Cuisine
Reusable Container Case Study

In March of 2021 when Circular Philadelphia was still being 
developed, Nic Esposito wrote an article for the Philadelphia 
sustainability magazine Grid on the need for restaurants to 
introduce reusable containers. While supporting local restaurants 
was crucial to the local economy at that point in the pandemic, the 
boom of waste piling up from take-out was overwhelming. 

In April, Philadelphia Indian food restaurant chain Tiffin 
developed a reusable container system called Tiffin2Go. They 
started with 1,000 containers, and by mid-April they had 4,000 
in circulation. By the end of April that number grew to 8,000. 
Although this exponential growth showed major consumer 
demand, at 4:30 p.m. on a Friday as dinner service was starting 
and tickets for reusable container food were in the window, the 
Philadelphia Health Department issued a cease-operations order 
on the reusable container program. To be fair, the public servants 
at the Health Department were just doing their job: There was an 
obscure regulation in the Philadelphia Health Code prohibiting 
reusable containers.

So Tiffin’s Marianne Kelly called Esposito and asked what 
could be done. Immediately, he helped Marianne navigate the 
process of obtaining a variance from the City, which would allow 
Tiffin to keep operating irrespective of the code. Shortly thereafter, 
Esposito and other partners approached the City’s Health 
Department with the information that city code did not match 
the state and federal codes that allowed reusable containers for 
to-go food. After a few months of developing a proposal to change 
the regulation, the Philadelphia Health Department granted the 
regulation change to allow reusable containers in Philadelphia by 
right.

Continued on next page >
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Circular Philadelphia and partner ECHO Systems, a 
Philadelphia-based organization focused on reducing single-use 
plastic waste, collaborated on trainings and document updates for 
the Health Department to implement adequate inspection systems 
to ensure that restaurants introducing reusable containers did so 
with full understanding of FDA guidelines. 

This example shows how Circular Philadelphia lets member 
needs inform what policies need to be addressed. Circular 
Philadelphia continues to conduct education and outreach to 
ensure that more businesses know about the regulatory change 
and its impact on their ability to offer reusable containers to their 
customers. The organization also promotes this rule change to 
local and national reusable container companies so that in the 
coming years more restaurants can set up reusable container 
systems, thus leading to market transformation.

Branding and Marketing

Having a solid brand presence is extremely helpful when launching 
something new. It helps make your nascent organization immediately 
recognizable, which is critical when you are building awareness, establishing 
credibility, and trying to get people to pay attention to what you’re doing.

Circular Philadelphia benefited from Wittchen’s years of experience as 
a graphic and web designer and developer. She developed the logo and 
initial outreach materials for the organization, and she designed and built 
the website from scratch.  Early on, some of the illustrations and graphics 
she developed for the website received attention from authors writing 
about the circular economy, and Circular Philadelphia received requests 
for permission to use the graphics, like the one on the next page, in their 
publications. This added to the organization’s credibility.  

To prepare for the launch, we also worked with outside branding firm 
Both, which helped us develop signage and a high-energy presentation for 
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the launch event. Our partners at Both also created a brand strategy for the 
organization to help guide us as we developed further outreach materials 
and grew our presence on social media. Having a defined brand strategy 
was also important as we engaged volunteers to help us with social media 
because it outlined the tone and voice they should be using when posting.

We were fortunate to receive numerous press mentions shortly after 
we launched in local publications Green Philly, Grid magazine, Philadelphia 
Citizen, Philadelphia magazine, and Keystone Edge. This raised the 
organization’s profile almost immediately and helped us establish credibility. 

An early compliment from many founding members or people who 
discovered the organization online was that Circular Philadelphia presented 
as if the organization had been around for a decade when it had only existed 
for a few months.

The circular economy. © 2021 by Samantha Wittchen is licensed under CC BY 4.0. To 

view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Final Thought 

Establishing a solid brand in the beginning when you have so many other 
competing tasks may feel like a waste of time, but it is truly an investment in 
your future success. Presenting as an established organization helps bring 
credibility and attract attention from potential sponsors, funders, and other 
partners that can open doors for you. Likewise, don’t be afraid to tell the 
press about your organization. Local media is often looking for compelling 
stories about something new, and garnering press can help cement your 
legitimacy early on. 

Administrative Setup and Workflow 
Management

Having both started other businesses, we knew the importance of 
setting up support systems to streamline workflow and administration early 
to maintain efficiency and keep good records. This included managing 
prospective and current members, tracking finances, event management, 
and managing contract work projects. We also knew we’d need a shared 
central repository for Circular Philadelphia documents and other files.

With the myriad tracking, project management, and workflow 
management tools available today, it is easy to end up with a tech stack 
that is overly complicated, so we were careful to evaluate which tools 
could perform multiple functions for us at little to no cost. We settled on 
the following suite of applications to get us started with the administrative 
needs outlined below. They served us well over the first several years:

	⚫ Tracking finances: Google Sheets (free): Because we were 
fiscally sponsored, our books weren’t particularly complicated, but 
we did need to track cash inflows and outflows. Google Sheets was 
more than adequate for this. We also used Google Sheets to create 
a budget and track actual revenues and expenditures against that 
budget. Once we were no longer fiscally sponsored, we moved our 
record-keeping to Quickbooks because our accounting became 
more complex.
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	⚫ Member management: Airtable (free): Client Relationship 
Management (CRM) systems can be expensive and complex, and 
in the first few years, implementing a CRM system would have 
been overkill. We built our own relational tables in Airtable to track 
prospective member and sponsor engagement, member/sponsor 
acquisition, renewals, and correspondence. In 2024, we upgraded 
to a full-fledged CRM system (Neon) to better integrate member, 
sponsor, and donor tracking and engagement.

	⚫ Project and event management: Airtable (free): Airtable is 
extremely flexible, and once we had decided to use it for member 
management, it made sense to use it for managing other workflows, 
too.

	⚫ Document management: Google Drive (free): Both of the 
founders already had Google accounts, so it made the most sense 
to set up a Google Drive folder for Circular Philadelphia. The co-
founders set up an agreed-upon foldering and nomenclature 
system and performed regular Google Drive reviews to ensure that 
files continued to be easy to find as the organization (and foldering 
structure) grew and changed.

	⚫ Internal communications: Slack (free): Since Esposito and 
Wittchen worked remotely, it was helpful to have a communications 
platform to enable quick conversations throughout the day, 
especially to answer time-sensitive questions and share documents 
quickly.



Organizational Operations | 21

Chapter 2: Organizational Operations

Circular Philadelphia Theory of Change

Since its inception, Circular Philadelphia has embraced an action-
oriented ethos. This is reflected in its theory of change: By establishing 
the right policy conditions and, through education and outreach creating 
an informed business and consumer landscape, market transformation 
becomes possible. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, these three components—policy 
advocacy, education and outreach, and market transformation—make up 
Circular Philadelphia’s programming areas, and they are the foundation of 
the work that the organization is doing in each of its market focuses.

The Tiffin Case Study shows how applying our programmatic areas 
in a real-world context helped us develop Circular Philadelphia’s theory of 
change, a theory that guides all of our operations.

First, we identify city- and state-wide policies, regulations, and laws 
that hold back the circular economy. Sometimes this involves targeting 
existing laws that could be eliminated; other times it means identifying 
where a new policy, regulation, or law could be added. Often, our members’ 
experience helps us identify these policies. Other times, members who have 
studied circularity in other parts of the country or world identify examples 
of policies, laws, and regulations that work especially well and could be 
adapted for our region.

With the right policy conditions in place, we engage business owners 
and consumers about opportunities to participate in the circular economy. 
We do this through education and outreach to build a critical mass of 
circular economy activity.

Once we have a critical mass of people and businesses participating in 
the circular economy, we reach a tipping point into market transformation. By 
pulling the right policy levers and engaging in meaningful outreach, things 
like reusable containers in restaurants, deconstructing buildings, textile 
recycling, and city-wide composting can become the norm in Philadelphia 
rather than the exception. 
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Final Thought

Of course, these things never take a straight path, and honestly, what 
fun is linear anyway? There may be aspects of this three-part journey 
that are happening at different times, or perhaps one part that may have 
happened must be revisited to make it even stronger. Whatever the case, it 
has been Circular Philadelphia’s experience that going through each phase 
of our theory of change allows us to make a sustained impact.

Staffing

When we first discussed launching Circular Philadelphia, we both were 
very clear that neither of us had a goal to become the Executive Director and 
run the organization in perpetuity. This made a co-directorship an obvious 
leadership choice. Additionally, we didn’t know what funding we’d be able to 
acquire in the first year and whether we’d be able to pay ourselves. To ensure 
that neither of us would shoulder too much of the burden of running the 
organization while we worked other jobs, we elected to share responsibility 
for running Circular Philadelphia.

To determine division of labor, we mapped our individual skills, interests, 
and experience. Where there was overlap, we looked at who was best 
positioned to do that work most efficiently. Based on Esposito’s experience 
in city government and connections across the city, state, and country, 
it made sense for him to lead policy and engagement work. Wittchen’s 
experience setting up and running systems coupled with her design and 
technical background made her well-suited to programs and operations. 
Thus, we created two positions: a Director of Policy and Engagement and a 
Director of Programs and Operations.

Julie Hancher briefly held the role of Director of Communications when 
the organization launched, but eventually determined that she did not have 
the time necessary to adequately fulfill the role. Wittchen then assumed 
responsibility for leading communications-related work, which fit well with 
her design background.

The co-director positions began with the expectation of taking 10 
hours per week (although both of us often worked more than that), and 
when Circular Philadelphia received its first general operating grant in the 
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summer of 2023, we increased those positions to 20 hours per week to 
create one full-time equivalent position.

In September 2023, thanks to a 3-year grant from the Claneil 
Foundation the previous summer, Circular Philadelphia added a third staff 
member, Communications and Outreach Coordinator Ash Tryba. Tryba’s 
role combined member management activities that Esposito had been 
responsible for with communications activities that Wittchen had been 
responsible for, which freed up capacity for the co-directors to focus on 
strategy, development, programmatic, and organizational growth. However, 
Tryba’s role quickly grew to incorporate executing member acquisition 
strategies, supporting development, and leading larger projects, like the 
organization’s transition to a CRM system in 2024.

Board Composition and Duties

As discussed in the previous chapter, Circular Philadelphia started with 
a board of six people with a plan to grow the board intentionally over the 
next couple of years. Many hands make light work, and having a working 
board that is large enough to spread responsibility across is critical to 
ensuring that burnout doesn’t become an issue.

Over the next three years, the board grew to 11 members, the maximum 
allowed by Circular Philadelphia’s bylaws. To identify a diverse pool of board 
member applicants, Circular Philadelphia twice put out an open call for 
board members through newsletters, social media, and our website, and 
current board members attended board recruitment events hosted by 
organizations in Philadelphia that train individuals to join boards. The result 
of these efforts have been very strong pools of board candidates that have 
led to Circular Philadelphia’s board being more robust and effective.

Evaluation of candidates is informed by a board matrix that takes 
into account time, talent, treasure, and network/community that each 
board member brings to the organization. Legal experience, community 
organizing experience, familiarity with the small business community, 
access to corporate and in-kind support, and policy experience are all 
helpful attributes for board members of an organization such as Circular 
Philadelphia. 
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In addition to the normal fiduciary responsibilities of any board of 
directors, Circular Philadelphia’s board also helps set development strategy, 
supports events, makes connections to partners that can support and 
amplify our work, and takes the lead on the work we are doing to increase 
diversity, equity, and inclusion in the organization. 

Project Portfolio Management

Setting market focuses and programmatic areas early was a prudent 
step. It ensured that Circular Philadelphia clearly understood its mission and 
helped it to prioritize and execute work efficiently and effectively. This was 
critical with limited personnel to accomplish day-to-day activities. 

It’s easy for organizations to get distracted from their focus when 
pursuing opportunities that contribute to revenue. Having a pro forma as 
a guiding light was helpful. But as we pursued funding through grants 
or contract work, we needed to exercise a high level of intentionality to 
avoid the dreaded scope- and mission-creep that many nonprofits often 
experience. 

To keep focused when evaluating opportunities, we built a simple 
internal project portfolio management system using Airtable. Project 
portfolio management is a skill that many organizations employ to ensure 
that the work they accept fits the mission, will have a positive return on 
investment (ROI), and will lead to future opportunities. 

For Circular Philadelphia’s system, we decided to use the “Stage-Gate” 
system. We selected a series of “stages” that our decision making process 
would go through with criteria for how the project progresses through the 
gates. We also developed decision point criteria to be met at each gate for 
the opportunity to move to the next phase.

1.	 Project Intake
	⚪ In this phase, we simply record the name of the proposed 

project, the group we would be working with, the possible 
funding available for the project, and a brief project description.

	⚪ Circular Philadelphia staff meet very briefly about the 
proposed project. If it feels like a good fit, it moves forward 
to the next stage.
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2.	 Rough Proposal 
	⚪ In this phase, we do a deeper dive into the logistics of the 

project, the revenue needed to make it worthwhile, and the 
potential ROI. This is still not an exhaustive proposal and 
should be done rather quickly, but it gives a larger view of the 
capacity needed and the opportunities that can result. 

	⚪ Circular Philadelphia staff set an hour-long meeting to discuss 
the aspects of the proposed project, its feasibility, and its ROI. 
This is a critical stage because even if the project has only a 
few capacity or ROI red flags, we err on the side of caution, 
terminate the opportunity, and send it to the “Killed Project” 
pile. If there is solid consensus that a project would work, it 
moves on to the next phase.

3.	 Full Proposal with Funding and Logistics
	⚪ In this phase, we create a full proposal that outlines every 

resource we would need to complete the project, including 
outside funding, existing staff time, and other elements like 
technology and outside partners. We then determine how to 
acquire new resources to complete the project and develop 
a work plan to execute the project with existing resources. 

	⚪ Even in this stage, a project could still be terminated due to an 
unsuccessful grant application or unforeseen complications 
with other stakeholders that compromise the project. But 
most often, the project moves on to the next phase. 

4.	 Full Project Sent to Appropriate Workflow Management Tool
	⚪ In this phase, the project is fully agreed upon by Circular 

Philadelphia staff, and the work plan is enacted and sent to 
the appropriate workflow management tool to be tracked for 
progress. 

5.	 Killed Projects
	⚪ We document all killed projects so we can learn from past 

projects and avoid repeating this process for projects that we 
know are not the right fit.
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Final Thought

We realize that this system may seem very onerous, especially for a 
young organization where employees may be working very limited hours. 
We can attest that this process ultimately saved Circular Philadelphia many 
hours of staff time and compensation to avoid projects that would have 
been a drain on the organization. 

Over time, we were able to sunset the system as we gained clarity 
around our mission and the activities necessary to achieve it. However, we 
do return to this process from time to time and will certainly train future 
leadership staff on its use as they join the organization and begin to make 
development decisions. It was a critical process to define the mission, vision, 
and action of Circular Philadelphia in the early days.

Working Groups

Circular Philadelphia convenes working groups in each of its market 
focuses (built environment, food systems, textiles, and vacant land) to 
advance the circularity work of that sector. Just as the circular economy relies 
on a symbiotic relationship between producer and consumer, our working 
groups benefit from a mix of businesses, organizations, and individuals that 
contribute to policy advocacy, outreach, and market transformation work 
that is utilitarian and effective. This section explains how these working 
groups are organized and how they effectively advance the mission of 
Circular Philadelphia.

Volunteer Engagement Management

We formed Circular Philadelphia’s working groups as a response to early 
enthusiasm from individuals who wanted to volunteer with the organization. 
When we launched the organization, we were overwhelmed (and humbled) 
by the number of people who sent us messages saying that they wanted to 
get involved. With limited staff, it was clear that we didn’t have capacity to 
individually manage these volunteers. Forming the working groups was a 
way to organize these enthusiasts to engage in more meaningful work than 
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simply stuffing envelopes or making phone calls to potential donors.
To facilitate the volunteer engagement process, we established a chair 

for each working group to welcome new volunteers and act as the main 
point of contact and organizer for the meetings and work. In the beginning, 
all working groups were chaired by co-directors Esposito and Wittchen. 
Over time, we successfully transitioned the chairpersonship of the Vacant 
Land Working Group to a member, and we continue to work to identify 
member chairs for the other groups.

Member Driven Processes

Since a member advocated for the addition of the vacant land market 
focus, it was fitting that it become the first working group chaired by a 
member. There is an art in letting go as a leader in order to make space for 
members to take on leadership roles and thus build organizational capacity. 
Finding the right person, one who is invested in the success of the group’s 
work, is critical. Often this is someone who works for a company that stands 
to benefit from the group’s work. We take a transparent approach that 
considers the individual’s vested interest and gathers input from working 
group members when identifying new working group chairs. 

Many people attend these working group meetings because they have 
a vested personal interest (and sometimes a financial interest) in seeing 
progress in the specific market focus. These people will not only offer their 
time and talent to working on these issues, but they will also offer the real-
world ideas and examples that inform and facilitate our work. Read the case 
study on Single Use Plastic Legislation in this section to learn more.

Working Group Meeting and Workflow Cadence

We are intentional to not overload our members with meetings and 
work while keeping them engaged. To stay true to our member-driven 
process, working groups set their own meeting cadences, ranging from 
monthly to quarterly. It’s really about finding group consensus.

We also use the online collaboration platform Basecamp to organize all 
of our working groups. The platform provides members with:
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	⚫ A to-do list for all projects that they can be assigned to or self 
assign themselves to

	⚫ A message board to create new messages or respond to others
	⚫ All docs and files that are pertinent to the working group

We usually set all files to “comment only” unless someone is directly 
working on the file so that they can’t be accidentally altered.

	⚫ A calendar with all important dates for the working group
	⚫ A general chat for quick conversations

Each meeting is organized around a shared agenda to stay on task, 
and most work is completed through Basecamp to alleviate the need for 
too many emails. Projects often happen on a rolling basis in relation to 
priorities established by each group, but the workflow does tend to follow 
our members’ meeting cycles, which is discussed in more depth in the 
“Strategic Planning” section of Chapter 3: Strategy and Impact.

Policy Papers

Working groups undertake the creation of Circular Philadelphia’s policy 
papers. These are well-researched, defendable, and utilitarian policy papers 
that we promote to elected officials as well as state and government non-
elected officials. As explained in the “Programmatic Focus” section of the 
first chapter, we are mindful of how much time we spend on direct lobbying 
to elected and non-elected officials due to our nonprofit status. 

As of the writing of this manual, we have engaged close to 50 Circular 
Philadelphia volunteers to write four policy papers. To make this process as 
efficient as possible, we have done a few key things.

First, before we even start a policy paper, we create a policy flyer that 
introduces the concept of our solution in a digestible format and begin 
circulating it to officials and the general public to gauge response and 
normalize the concept. 

Next, if we decide to develop the paper, we organize all interested 
Working Group members in a kick-off meeting and use a Rolling Action 
Item List (RAIL) to assign people to different tasks such as research, writing, 
review, copy-editing, and design.
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To ensure a consistent research and writing process, we formatted the 
policy papers to include the following sections:

	⚫ Current State of Affairs
	⚫ Possible Solutions to Address This Problem
	⚫ Circular Philadelphia’s Recommended Solution
	⚫ Conclusion
Please find the examples of the RAIL and policy paper templates in 

the appendix.
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Single Use Plastic Case Study

After successfully advocating to change the regulation that 
allowed reusable containers for take-out food in Philly, the Food 
Systems Working Group identified that Philadelphia needed policy 
that would increase the incentive for using reusable containers 
and the disincentive for using single-use containers.

This led the working group to develop a single-use plastic 
policy that would:

	⚫ Immediately ban certain materials such as polystyrene 
clamshell containers;

	⚫ Levy a fee on any food establishment using take-out 
materials that were not recyclable, compostable, or 
reusable in Philadelphia’s systems;

	⚫ Invest that fee in corridor cleaning and helping businesses 
transition off single-use plastic

The Food Systems Working Group thought that this would 
not only create a disincentive to use single-use products, but 
would also incentivize the use of compostable and reusable take-
out materials, thus bolstering demand for those products.

However, the compost companies present in the meetings 
raised major concerns, primarily around the use of PLA (organic-
based plastics) and compostable containers lined with PFAS. 
This led the policy paper team to be very specific in articulating 
the need for future legislation to state that a material needs to 
be compostable or recyclable “in Philadelphia’s systems.” (PLA 
currently is not composted by any Philadelphia area composter.) 
The policy paper calls for a full ban on PFAS-lined compostable 
materials as a direct result of the feedback gathered. 

This was a great example of how important it is to bring a 
variety of stakeholders together to craft policy. It shows the power 
of the working group structure.
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Documenting Processes

The co-directors were fond of saying that, should one of them get 
hit by the proverbial beer truck, another person should be able to carry 
Circular Philadelphia onward. This is only possible if an organization has 
well-documented processes, and with a co-directorship where the primary 
responsibilities are split between two people, this is even more important.

From the very beginning, both Esposito and Wittchen took care to 
document standard operating procedures (SOPs) so that the other could 
perform their tasks without help if necessary. Documenting processes need 
not be complicated, and for the most part, we use Google Docs to capture 
step-by-step procedures. These have been especially helpful not just when 
one co-director goes on vacation and the other must fill in, but also when 
we have onboarded new staff. 

Documenting processes can seem tedious and low-priority, but as 
a small organization grows, having well-documented SOPs allows you to 
increase capacity quickly and efficiently with less likelihood of error.

Public Engagement

Circular Philadelphia brings together individuals, businesses, 
manufacturers, institutions, local government, and policy makers to lead 
the shift to a circular economy in the region. With each group we have a 
different engagement strategy to create the most beneficial and productive 
relationships for all stakeholders. Each section below is organized by who 
we consider in this category, what we do for them and how we engage 
them.

Partners

Who: We work with regional nonprofit and grassroots organizations 
that align with Circular Philadelphia’s mission. In our Philadelphia 
context, this includes the Sustainable Business Network, Green 
Building United, PA Fibershed, and Trash Academy, and we continue to 
add new partners as we see our missions and work align. In your city 
there are likely organizations that may not share your exact mission, 
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but that can complement or supplement the work you intend to do in 
the circular economy.

What: We work with these organizations to support shared policy 
objectives such as writing letters of support on behalf of proposed 
policies or mentioning another group’s policy when meeting with 
legislators. We also co-sponsor or collaborate on events. For some, 
we offer membership discounts to individuals or businesses that are 
already members of another organization.

How: We like to say that we are in coopetition with these groups 
rather than competition. While we are transparent about our individual 
needs as organizations, we also see much more value in cooperating 
rather than competing. With some of these groups we have formal 
Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) where we do membership 
trades while with others we just keep in close contact as needed.

Individual Members

Who: We work with everyone from circular economy professionals 
who want to contribute their skills in service of our shared mission 
to everyday people who are disappointed that what they put in their 
recycling bin is not actually recycled and who want to do something 
about it. We make space for people of all different skill sets, backgrounds 
and understanding of the circular economy to get involved and make 
a difference.

What: Individuals often engage with Circular Philadelphia as members 
or volunteers and can serve as board members, working group 
members and/or member ambassadors for Circular Philadelphia. Once 
an individual signs up as a member ambassador they are equipped 
with materials, contact lists, and training to help them recruit more 
Circular Philadelphia members. For each member and organization 
a member ambassador signs up, they receive a discount on their 
membership. In regard to working groups, you do not need to be a 
member to participate in a working group, and it’s often a great way to 
get people acquainted with Circular Philadelphia and bring them into 
our engagement process. 
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How: Aside from the member ambassador program, we engage 
with individuals through events that Circular Philadelphia hosts each 
year, including our spring and fall member meetings, happy hours at 
member businesses (recycling facility tours, store receptions, etc.). 
We put out easy-to-read and informative monthly newsletters, and 
we post regularly to social media about circularity topics and events. 
We also use Basecamp to provide an online space where Circular 
Philadelphia members can find other members to collaborate and start 
conversations. In addition to offering memberships for individuals, we 
also offer reduced-rate memberships for students. 

Organizational Members

Who: Circular Philadelphia works with entities ranging from 
corporations to local businesses to universities to grassroots 
organizations. Fostering interaction between these entities helps us 
form stronger and more robust policy and outreach strategies that 
satisfy the needs of large and small organizations alike.

What: Each organizational member receives four individual 
memberships with all of the perks of individual membership. We also 
offer two hours of annual consulting work from Circular Philadelphia staff 
and other partners. We offer various opportunities for promotion, like 
our Zero Waste at Home Guide that features many of our organizational 
members. Our forthcoming ResourcePhilly online search engine will 
feature many sector-specific businesses. And finally, we always tell our 
members that we are just a phone call away when they have a need. 
This is how we learned from Tiffin that we needed to work on reusable 
container regulations.

How: We plan events with our organizational members and offer to 
promote them as much as we can. We also work with partners such as 
grant-making organizations or other professional service providers to 
lead informational sessions for our organizational members. We offer 
two tiers of organizational memberships based on size of organization 
and sponsorships. More information about these levels can be found 
on our website.
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Government

Who: We work with government officials and elected officials at city 
and state levels. Elected officials can include legislators such as City 
Councilmembers, State Representatives, State Senators, and the 
Mayor’s office. We also work with officials in bureaucratic capacities in 
various departments, commissions, and offices. 

What: We work with elected officials on legislation and policy that 
Circular Philadelphia advocates for. Often we work with the staff in 
these offices rather than directly with the elected official, but we do 
ask officials to speak at our events when appropriate. We work with 
bureaucratic officials on regulation issues facing member businesses 
and partner with them to disseminate information on how businesses 
can take advantage of government programs. 

How: Circular Philadelphia has benefited from co-director Nic 
Esposito’s time in city government. When engaging with policy makers 
and government officials, it is often beneficial to have someone on staff 
who worked in government. But if not, a very effective engagement 
tool is to offer presentations, policy briefings and/or other informational 
sessions to these government offices or elected official offices. For 
example, within the first few months of forming the organization, we 
reached out to the City Council chair of the Environment Committee 
to deliver a briefing on the circular economy and the opportunities 
it brings to Philadelphia. Government officials are often interested in 
topics that offer economic opportunity and create jobs, and we were 
able to provide a briefing on how the circular economy does just 
that by highlighting those topics when we originally contacted the 
councilmember. Such presentations often open the door for more 
engagement in the future.

Outreach and Communications

Since education and outreach is one of Circular Philadelphia’s 
main programmatic areas, engaging in regular outreach activities and 
communicating effectively are integral to our impact. When we launched, 
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the pandemic was still in full force, so there were limited in-person 
outreach opportunities. Instead, we focused on virtual events and speaking 
opportunities to start spreading the word about Circular Philadelphia 
specifically and raise awareness about the circular economy in the 
Philadelphia region in general. We paired the virtual events with digital 
newsletter communications and a strong presence on Instagram and 
LinkedIn to reach a more general audience.

As discussed in the previous chapter, having a strong brand helped to 
increase awareness and establish credibility quickly. Being visible in local 
media was also important. In addition to the press that Circular Philadelphia 
garnered about the launch, both Esposito and Wittchen continued to write 
for local media outlets regularly on waste, recycling, illegal dumping, and 
other circular economy-related topics of interest to readers across the 
Philadelphia region. Because of Esposito’s former role as Zero Waste and 
Litter Director, he was often asked for comment for media pieces that 
discussed waste and recycling, further establishing Circular Philadelphia as 
an expert on these subjects. 

Once in-person events returned, we accepted most invitations to 
participate in tabling events and festivals, panel discussions, conference 
sessions, and speaking events that came our way. Since both co-directors 
are adept speakers and presenters, we both participated in these outreach 
opportunities depending on who was available and whether the opportunity 
required subject matter expertise specific to one of us. For certain tabling 
events, we engaged volunteers if one of the co-directors was not available 
to attend. This allowed us to increase our outreach capacity and reach more 
people about the circular economy and Circular Philadelphia’s work.

With the addition of a Communications and Outreach Coordinator, 
we were able to expand our in-person outreach capabilities. Relying on 
volunteers for tabling events worked some of the time, but it required more 
logistical effort to get outreach materials to volunteers in advance of the 
events, and sometimes there were no volunteers available to help. Once we 
added a Communications and Outreach Coordinator, our participation in 
outreach events and the number of events we were able to host ourselves 
dramatically increased. 
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Website

Circular Philadelphia’s website serves as a one-stop shop for information 
about Circular Philadelphia’s work, the circular economy landscape in 
the Philadelphia region, and educational resources for individuals and 
businesses to participate in the circular economy. As mentioned in the 
previous chapter, the website was instrumental in establishing Circular 
Philadelphia’s credibility early on, as its professional look and breadth of 
information made it appear to be a much larger and older organization than 
it actually was. 

Wittchen designed the site and built it on a Wordpress platform so 
that it can be maintained by others, which is helpful in a small organization 
where website maintenance duties may need to be shared. In launching the 
site, we knew we’d need a way to process payment for membership and 
to receive donations. After evaluating several options, Wittchen landed on 
Stripe to do both and integrated it into the website through a form plug-in. 
Stripe’s processing fees are competitive, and integrating it through a plug-in 
was a simple, cost-effective solution that ensured transaction processing 
security and allowed the necessary data export for financial tracking 
purposes. There are many different payment processing platforms available, 
and some are built specifically for capturing and reporting donations, so we 
suggest you evaluate your own needs before making a decision.

As Circular Philadelphia has grown, so has its website. We added 
directory functionality through our partner Urality, and that has allowed us 
to add two searchable directories to the site: one of Circular Philadelphia 
members, and another of businesses and organizations that individuals can 
patronize to live a low-waste lifestyle. These directories not only serve as 
resources for those who want to participate in the circular economy, but 
they also help demonstrate to policymakers the substantial contribution 
circular businesses make to our economy.

We have also built out each of our market focus areas over time as 
we’ve developed policy papers, how-to guides, webinars and other outreach 
materials. We feature members each month in our homepage member 
spotlight to both promote their work and to showcase the breadth of the 
region’s circular economy. The website continues to be a critical asset in 
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our ability to increase awareness about and provide tools that support the 
transition to a circular economy.

Digital Communications & Social Media

From the beginning, Circular Philadelphia published a monthly 
newsletter to keep our community of both members and non-members 
engaged with the work that we were doing and circular economy events 
happening around the city. We used Mailchimp to design and send the 
newsletter, and thanks to the branding work we did prior to launch, our 
newsletter had a polished feel from the get-go that many people said they 
appreciated. Our open rates reflect that, as we have maintained a 50% or 
higher open rate for our newsletters, a rate well above average for nonprofit 
newsletters.

Developing and gathering content for a monthly newsletter can 
be time-consuming, but we have found that it’s worth it to keep Circular 
Philadelphia and our work in front of people. If writing copy or laying out 
a newsletter is not a skillset that you have in your organization, you may 
consider a less frequent cadence or engaging a volunteer who has those 
skills and a desire to help.

Another outreach and communications tool we employed from the 
beginning was social media. It’s often better to choose one or two platforms 
and execute well on them rather than trying to execute a social media 
strategy on all of the platforms, so we chose to focus on Instagram and 
LinkedIn since those are where most of our community is active. In the 
early days, we engaged an enthusiastic volunteer with social media and 
marketing experience to help us maintain our Instagram presence, as social 
media can be a hungry beast, always demanding more of your time to keep 
up with algorithm changes and the latest trends.

This helped us establish an organic Instagram presence quickly without 
the need to pay for promoted posts or to engage influencers with money 
we didn’t have. It also enabled the co-directors to focus on the business 
of running the organization and advancing its mission. As of this writing, 
Circular Philadelphia has more than 2,800 followers on Instagram and over 
1,200 on LinkedIn, and they continue to be important platforms for us to 
educate people about the circular economy and our work to advance it.
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Events

Transitioning to a circular economy requires multi-disciplinary 
collaboration and the opportunity for those “aha!” moments that happen 
when people come together to share ideas and build trust. To facilitate 
those opportunities, we plan and execute educational, networking, and 
collaborative events throughout the year for members, non-members, 
board, staff, and other stakeholders to engage with each other and our 
work. These events can be 

	⚫ Member Meetings
Our semi-annual members meetings, which will be discussed 
in more depth in the next chapter, bring Circular Philadelphia 
members together twice a year in a fun and relaxed environment 
where they can network and provide feedback on the organization.

	⚫ Educational Events
We host events that are educational in nature for members and 
non-members to learn more about specific topics, tour local circular 
businesses, or develop skills to help them advance circularity in 
their organization or community.

	⚫ Volunteer Events
We partner with other organizations to create volunteer opportunities 
where members and non-members can participate in activities that 
support the circular economy and Philadelphia communities.

	⚫ Collaborative Events
These events engage stakeholders in specific projects with a 
defined output, such as an art-based outcome, like our Fast Fashion 
Implosion poster, or our 5-year strategic vision.

	⚫ Networking Events
We host a variety of happy hours and breakfasts, sometimes paired 
with a tour or other educational session, for members and non-
members to come together, network, and build relationships.

Events are a central piece of our outreach and communications 
strategy. While online engagement is important and necessary, we have 

https://circularphiladelphia.org/programs/market-transformation/textiles/old-navy-jeans-implosion-fast-fashion/
https://circularphiladelphia.org/programs/market-transformation/textiles/old-navy-jeans-implosion-fast-fashion/
https://circularphiladelphia.org/staging/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/CP-5-Year-Story-A-Strategic-VIsion.pdf


Organizational Operations | 39

found that there is no substitute for getting people to gather in-person to 
make the intersectional connections so critical to the circular economy.

Final Thought

If you have the bandwidth to say “yes” to things, do it. We boosted 
Circular Philadelphia’s early success and credibility through our willingness 
to participate in many of the outreach events and speaking engagements 
that came our way, as well as being available to the media for commentary. 
Likewise, having events that people thought were fun and allowed 
them to connect with others in ways that often don’t happen in a formal 
networking setting were critical to building community in the early days 
of the organization. Don’t underestimate the power of being accessible, 
personable, and throwing a good party.

Fundraising and Business Planning

In the first chapter, we discussed the Circular Philadelphia Pro 
Forma and the different buckets of funding that we identified to scale our 
organization. As it goes in life, our current funding doesn’t look anything like 
what we planned in that initial document. 

We have pursued government grants with the EPA, which was not 
in the original funding formula. Although we had strong applications and 
strong partners, which are usually requirements of those grants, we still 
have not successfully received any federal or state funding. We do anticipate 
continuing to pursue that source, though. 

Below is a breakdown of the main revenue streams that have funded 
Circular Philadelphia to date. Although this is where we’ve had success, we 
intend to pursue other streams in the future. Our funding pro forma outlined 
diversified revenue streams, and our strategy is still to work towards that 
diversification. But below is an explanation of how we acquired the funding 
and how we use it.
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Earned Revenue

Earned revenue has been a priority for Circular Philadelphia since the 
beginning. When we talk about earned revenue, we include membership, 
sponsorship, and contracting work because we look at all three of those 
revenue streams as related to a product that Circular Philadelphia offers 
rather than charitable giving. This is an important distinction for any young 
nonprofit, but especially one focused on the circular economy. Yes, people 
will want to give you their money because they believe in your mission. 
But as our founding members told us early and often, they didn’t just want 
happy hours and newsletters, they wanted to see some level of return on 
their investment. 

That’s why we look at memberships and sponsorships as a service to 
our network, and we go to great lengths to ensure that our members and 
sponsors are feeling served by Circular Philadelphia in the various ways 
that have been laid out in this manual. In our future planning, we see a 
major revenue opportunity in increased sponsorships. Since we are laying 
the foundation for circular economy business success in Philadelphia, our 
goal is that these successful businesses will recognize that our success is 
their success and will enter into sponsorships that we are forecasting as a 
major part of future funding. 

We also see a great opportunity to increase our contract work with 
businesses and organizations. As we tell the businesses and organizations 
we work with, our general work is to provide the most amount of good for 
the most amount of people. However, we recognize that businesses can 
benefit from direct help from our staff and members in our network. So we 
have set an hourly rate system that benefits both the individual doing the 
work and the organization through a 50/50 split of the consulting fees. We 
plan to grow this aspect of our work and funding in the future.

Philanthropic

The greater Philadelphia area benefits from the many historic family 
foundations in the area. To put that in context, the Philadelphia Foundation 
was actually started by Founding Father Ben Franklin in 1790. As shown 
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in the pro forma, we originally anticipated foundation and philanthropic 
funding to be a small percentage of our revenue. However, the Green 
Family Foundation reached out to us early on in Circular Philadelphia’ 
existence. We were able to make a direct connection to the staff and were 
offered general operating funding. General operating funding is extremely 
important for a young organization because it can be put to staff time and 
general organizational development, which allowed us to build the strong 
foundation that Circular Philadelphia has today.

The Claneil Foundation provided our second major foundation grant. 
This competitive grant also provided general operating support and allowed 
us to grow our staff by hiring a Communications and Outreach Coordinator. 
The funding also included money for professional development that allowed 
staff to embark on a series of “Circular Cities Road Trips” (explained further 
in Chapter 3). A continuation of this positive relationship with the Claneil 
Foundation is that they funded the creation of this manual. Ultimately, this 
general operating support has been successful because we have been able 
to show exponential growth and impact as an organization. 
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Chapter 3: Strategy and Impact

Strategic Planning 

Circular Philadelphia used multiple forums and techniques to 
strategically plan for our future. These include activities that engage our 
members, our board, and our general audience. Below are three main ways 
we do this:

Member Meeting Cycles

Many membership-based organizations have annual meetings where 
they bring their members together to report on the work, enjoy some 
networking, and unveil a big new project for the year. While Circular 
Philadelphia passes no judgment on that approach, we decided early on 
that we wanted to approach our member meetings a different way.

We felt it was important to gather more than once a year, but we didn’t 
want to overburden members. So we landed on a semi-annual member 
meeting cadence that we decided to hold in the spring and fall to make it 
easier for people to attend without having to work around summer vacation 
or winter weather. 

We also wanted to offer members an opportunity to provide feedback 
on Circular Philadelphia’s past work and planned activities instead of simply 
reporting on the organization’s work and giving members time to network. 

So in addition to finding fun and relaxed settings to host our meetings, 
our three-hour agendas follow this format:

	⚫ First 1.5 hours: Members arrive at the venue and are treated to 
food, adult beverages (if allowed by the venue), and some type of 
activity (games, tours, pre-planned networking activities).

	⚫ Next half-hour: A presentation from Circular Philadelphia staff on 
the previous six months worth of work.

	⚫ Last hour: An open member forum where attendees give direct 
feedback on the past six months of work and make suggestions for 
what Circular Philadelphia should focus on in the next six months.

We pair each meeting with a member survey and follow up by sending 
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the presentation and meeting notes for all members to review regardless 
of whether they were able to attend in person. Then Circular Philadelphia 
staff processes final feedback and translates the feedback into work plans. 
Feedback from these member meetings have yielded the creation of the 
Vacant Land Working Group, the #CircleUp public outreach campaign, 
development of member tools, and the launch of our environmental justice 
work. 

This feedback loop of members driving the work and then reviewing 
the work has been a pivotal aspect of Circular Philadelphia’s success. It 
empowers members to view the organization’s success as their success, 
and they do.

Board Retreats

Circular Philadelphia’s board meets once per quarter for a 2-hour 
meeting where we conduct the major business of the organization, such 
as planning and approving annual budgets, reviewing board committee 
work, and providing feedback on staff work plans. However, these quarterly 
meetings are not enough to discuss the general trajectory of the organization 
and how the board can effectively support it.

To make this time and space for deeper board development, we hold 
an annual 8-hour board retreat in Philadelphia with breakfast and lunch. 
We have hosted one board retreat as of this writing, and we invested in a 
facilitator to help develop the agenda, guide conversation, and produce a 
written report at the end. This retreat helped the Circular Philadelphia board 
redefine our board committees, assess the health of the organization, and 
develop common goals for expanding the organization over the next year.

We will continue to evaluate whether future board retreats require a 
facilitator, and we expect retreat goals to evolve as the organization evolves.

5-Year Plan

While this chapter discusses some of the metrics and strategies 
used to ensure that Circular Philadelphia is doing measurable, impactful 
work, often an organization’s full vision cannot be charted and realized by 
numbers alone. Sometimes, there needs to be a narrative that manifests an 
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organization’s success. 
Thankfully, our membership included Dr. Alan Bush, a professor of 

ecological design who developed the technique of “Ensemble Storytelling.” 
According to Dr. Bush’s website, Ensemble Storytelling allows a group of 
people to “construct a collaborative storytelling process with each work-
ensemble, and then gradually remove the scaffold so the ensemble’s 
practice of storytelling can stand on its own.”

For Circular Philadelphia, this started with Dr. Bush interviewing a 
selection of members, board members, and staff to uncover certain personal 
themes and ideas related to Circular Philadelphia. Once Dr. Bush had this 
information, he designed an activity at our Fall 2022 members meeting 
where members were split into “ensembles” and were asked to tell a story 
in four parts based on one of our market focuses. 

Explaining the Ensemble Storytelling process is beyond the scope 
of this publication, but the 5-Year Strategic Plan that resulted from the 
process can be found in the Reports & Publications section of our website, 
circularphiladelphia.org. It is set in Philadelphia five years in the future and 
tells the story of how Circular Philadelphia’s successes and setbacks got us 
there—and describes how things look as circularity is starting to take root 
due to the work of the organization.

The process was a fun and generative way to co-create a future vision 
for Philadelphia’s circular economy. 

Determining Market Transformation Goals

Circular Philadelphia’s strategic planning systems are crucial in 
determining the market transformation goals. However, the co-founders 
have been clear that their job is not to write the circularity plan for 
Philadelphia. Instead, they rely on a feedback loop of reactive and proactive 
systems that determine market transformation goals. 

In regards to reactiveness, as discussed in the “Working Groups” section 
of Chapter 2, we rely on our members to identify the policy and outreach 
challenges that limit their success in the circular economy. Following our 
theory of change, the first two steps are to address barriers through our 
policy and outreach work. This helps reveal the ways the market needs to 

https://circularphiladelphia.org/reports-publications/
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change in each sector in Philadelphia to create a circular economy.
Proactive measures such as the Ensemble Storytelling exercise 

discussed in the previous section of this chapter allow Circular Philadelphia 
members to come to a consensus on a common vision for the future. 

Once a market need and solution are defined through our reactive and 
proactive processes, we take a page from our policy paper development to 
stress-test every larger market transformation goal. This consists of asking 
these three questions:

1.	 Can we do it? 
Are there the legal, infrastructure, and market systems in place so 
that we can actually work toward this market transformation?

2.	 Will it work?
Is there any evidence anywhere else in the country or world that 
this has worked and that can be applied to Philadelphia?

3.	 Is it worth it?

Is it worth the resources, both political and economic, that 
Circular Philadelphia would have to expend to achieve this market 
transformation?

If we can’t answer these three questions in the affirmative for a market 
transformation goal, then often we will determine that this is not a goal that 
we can address. That’s not to say that a market transformation goal is not 
worthy, or others shouldn’t work on it, it just means that it’s not for Circular 
Philadelphia. 

An example is single-stream recycling and its shortcomings in 
Philadelphia. Due to the City of Philadelphia’s control of residential single-
stream recycling and major corporate haulers’ control of commercial 
single-stream recycling, Circular Philadelphia doesn’t see a clear path 
to affecting those large organizations to improve operations and overall 
diversion rates. However, we do see a lot of opportunity to support the growth 
of local partners that manage specific streams or hard-to-recycle material, 
and we work with them to build their systems to provide Philadelphians 
with an alternative to single-stream recycling. 

That’s not to say that we won’t take on Philadelphia’s larger recycling 
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system at some point, but given our scale and resources, bolstering local 
players focused on circularity seems like the better approach right now.

Measuring Impact

As the saying goes when it comes to metrics, you don’t count if you 
don’t count. That’s why it’s critically important to make sure that there are 
a clear set of metrics and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) in place even 
before work begins on a specific project or within a certain sector. Circular 
Philadelphia’s Built Environment KPIs are a prime example.

Before the Built Environment Working Group even started developing 
its policy papers or focus on deconstruction, it determined that there were 
three outcomes that it wanted to see in Philadelphia as a result of its work. 

1.	 Reduced illegal dumping
2.	 Increased recycling of construction and demolition debris
3.	 Increased deconstruction projects

As stated previously, organizations must tailor their work to the needs 
and conditions of the city they operate in. Philadelphia has, historically, a 
severe illegal dumping problem that is caused by myriad factors. We are 
confident that our proposed policy of allowing small haulers who remove 
debris from construction sites to recycle a pick-up truck’s worth of debris 
for free at City-operated sanitation centers would have a major impact on 
illegal dumping in Philly. An added benefit would be increased recycling 
rates. For more on why we believe this, please check out Expanding Access 
to Construction Debris Recycling in Philly: A Policy Guide in the Market 
Focuses: Built Environment page of our website. 

To measure the effectiveness of this change in policy, it would be 
necessary to track illegal dumping and construction debris recycling rates.

We must also give the caveat that the City of Philadelphia inadequately 
tracks illegal dumping and construction and demolition (C&D) recycling 
numbers. The City is also not responsive when it comes to public requests 
for these numbers. So a major part of the advocacy work of an organization 
like Circular Philadelphia is to compel the City to track better data and make 
it publicly available.

https://circularphiladelphia.org/programs/market-transformation/built-environment/expanded-access-for-construction-debris-recycling/
https://circularphiladelphia.org/programs/market-transformation/built-environment/expanded-access-for-construction-debris-recycling/
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Scaling Impact from Local to National

In addition to funding this manual, the Claneil Foundation also provided 
funding for “professional development and wellness.” While the opportunity 
for Friday yoga classes was appealing to the co-directors, they had a 
different idea—circular cities road trips. They approached the board with the 
idea to spend the money on several trips throughout 2023-’24 to learn more 
about how organizations, city governments, and businesses around the U.S. 
were working to build circular economies. The goal was to bring learnings 
back to Philadelphia to advance our city’s circular economy development. 

The board thought this was a great idea, and Wittchen and Esposito 
embarked first to Pittsburgh and Cleveland to learn from some close-to-
home partners and make connections. The next trip took the co-directors 
to Texas where they visited Austin, Houston, and San Antonio. Along with 
great opportunities to connect with businesses and incredible government 
offices that are advancing the circular economy in Houston, Austin, and 
Pittsburgh, Circular Philadelphia also got to compare notes with Circular 
Cleveland and Circular San Antonio, which are doing organizing work 
similar to what we’re doing with Circular Philadelphia.

In addition to the learnings captured on Circular Philadelphia’s blog, 
there was another important outcome. Everywhere we went, we heard from 
circular economy practitioners that focusing on circularity in your own city 
can feel isolating. Knowing that similar initiatives are happening across the 
country provides both positive reinforcement to keep going and a better 
perspective on how to bring new opportunities to a city.

The circular cities road trips inspired the Circular Philadelphia co-
directors to organize the Circular Cities Network. This network, initially 
convened in March 2024, began with participation from six other cities. At 
its first meeting, the group developed the structure for future meetings and 
agreed on using the Basecamp workflow management tool that Circular 
Philadelphia is already using. Meetings have been held every other month 
since inception, and the annual Circularity conference hosted by Trellis 
Group has offered Circular Cities Network participants the in-person 
opportunity to forge stronger connections with one another.

We recognize that these experiences may be dated when you read this 
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manual, possibly many years from now. From what we saw in cities across 
the U.S., we know that national organizing for the circular economy is just 
gaining momentum. It will be fun to revisit this manual years from now and 
remember how the Circular Cities Network started. But it will be collective 
action and open-source resources like this manual that will grow circularity 
in cities across the U.S. so that we can achieve the most important outcome 
of all—a truly circular economy that allows us to continue to expand quality 
of life equitably without depleting the planet’s resources.

After reading this manual, we hope that you choose to join us in this 
mission in your city by starting your own organization. Please contact 
Circular Philadelphia if we can ever be of service. We’d love to “circle up” 
with you. 
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Appendix

Nonprofit Resources

As mentioned in Chapter 1, there are many great online resources 
available to help you understand legal requirements and make decisions 
about things like board structure, financial management, and lobbying vs. 
advocacy. Below is a non-exhaustive list of resources we found helpful in 
starting Circular Philadelphia.

Board Considerations

	⚫ National Council of Nonprofits provides a wealth of useful 
information on board roles and responsbilities.

	⚫ BoardSource is a leading authority on board governance issues 
and provides resources, education and support for boards and 
board members. 

Financial Management

	⚫ In addition to great resources offered by the National Council of 
Nonprofits, the Nonprofit Finance Fund offers Fundamentals for 
Nonprofits on their website that includes worksheets, videos and 
other tools to help nonprofits navigate financial management.

Lobbying vs. Advocacy

	⚫ This is one of the biggest issues that many non-profits have 
questions about because they are scared to run afoul of the IRS and 
lose their tax-exempt status. (And with good reason!) Here again, 
the National Council of Nonprofits offers many useful articles on 
what is and isn’t lobbying as well as how to make sure you stay in 
compliance with IRS requirements. 

https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/
https://boardsource.org/
https://nff.org/learn/fundamentals-nonprofits
https://nff.org/learn/fundamentals-nonprofits
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Outline for Policy White Papers

Executive summary
	⚫ 4 - 6 sentences

I.	 Current state of affairs
A.	 Explain the landscape of the problem

1.	 Leverage any available data, news articles, community, and 
business feedback to support the claim

B.	 Discuss specific pain points, including but not limited to:
1.	 Impact on resident quality of life and which neighborhoods 
are impacted

	⚪ Is the whole city impacted equally? Or is the problem 
specific to one or a few neighborhoods?

	⚪ Human health impacts
2.	 Economic costs
3.	 Business pain points
4.	 Consumer pain points
5.	 Environmental impacts

II.	 Propose 2 - 5 possible solutions to address the problem
A.	 For each possible solution, briefly address (about 3 sentences):

1.	 Overview of solution
2.	 Pro

	⚪ Success other cities are having
	⚪ Others (tie back to pain points)

3.	 Con
	⚪ Where cities are doing it but it is not achieving the 

desired outcome
	⚪ Others (tie back to pain points) 

IV.	 What our recommended solution could look like in Philly and why 
we chose this particular solution versus the alternative(s) 

A.	 Introduction to recommended solution
B.	 Use the following formula

1.	 Can it be done?
	⚪ Why?

2.	 Will it work?
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	⚪ Show the operational plan to implement idea
	⚪ Often times it works to pitch a pilot with a scaling 

plan
3.	 Is it worth it?

	⚪ Pay specific attention to how it will directly benefit the 
audience of this paper.

	⚪ i.e. if it’s a council member reading this, why should 
they care about implementing this solution? What 
will it do for them?

IV.	 Conclusion
A.	 Budget estimate (for pilot and/or large scale)
B.	 Possible sources of funding
C.	 Show any long-term ROI
D.	 End with long term quantifiable goal followed by first step needed 
to be taken

1.	 Focus on the first step needed by the person reading the 
paper. 

	⚪ We want to make them feel empowered to do something 
about it. 
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