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I am delighted to be able to contribute to this report, the culmination of extraordinary reflections, 
discussions, innovations and imagination in the Brussels-Capital Region.

All those who participated in this initiative are now clear about at least one thing, that while it may be easy (too easy!) to eat a 
Doughnut, trying to live inside the Doughnut is another matter entirely.

The goal of the Doughnut, which is to meet the needs of all people within the means of our living planet, is a transformative 
goal, one that calls on each of us to leave our comfort zone and take on the task of transforming the legacy of our past into the 
future to which we aspire. The Doughnut invites each and every one of us to climb out of the old familiar social and institutional 
silos and to establish holistic links: between communities, within administrations, between civil society organizations and in 
neighbourhoods.

This is difficult and uncomfortable work – and the political decision makers and changemakers who have chosen to undertake 
it very much deserve to be recognized for their vision and innovative leadership.

Over the past year (in the midst of the coronavirus crisis), the Doughnut Economy has left the confines of books to take root 
in cities, including the Brussels-Capital Region. From Amsterdam to Nanaimo, from Portland to Curaçao, each of these local 
initiatives serves up a unique approach and a new source of inspiration that will spawn others.

The approach adopted in Brussels was rolled out in an innovative way at multiple levels, from macro to nano, from meso to 
micro. Proof that the fundamental concepts of the Doughnut Economy can be put into practice at many levels. The highly 
participatory approach adopted in this project is also essential because the process by which we generate ideas has a huge 
influence on the ideas themselves. I have no doubt that the innovations witnessed in the Brussels-Capital Region will inspire 
changemakers in many other contexts, and that they will follow this example by adding their own touch.

Finally, the in-depth research behind this initiative has revealed data gaps in the Brussels Region, just as there are data gaps 
in cities and regions around the world. This paucity of data sends a powerful message: the time has come to measure new 
realities and draw attention to issues that were previously blind spots. We are a long way from obtaining the indicators that 
humanity will need if we are to move towards a very different future and prosper in the 21st century.

The launch of this report is a crucial first stage in Brussels' journey towards thriving within the boundaries of the Doughnut. By 
taking this first step, other territories will be inspired by the Region to take action. This power to inspire peers and changemakers, 
here and elsewhere should be underscored, as it is this vision and this ambition that will make all the difference.

Preface
by kate 
raworth 
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Economic, social, ecological, and now a health crisis... one seems to 
follow hot on the heels of another. There is no denying the need for a 
paradigm shift, even though there is still confusion about how exactly 
to go about it. But crises are also crucial opportunities to reinvent our 
societies, to take different directions. 

In the wake of the Covid-19 crisis, the main concerns expressed by the people of Brussels 
revolve around the satisfaction of social needs and the quality of the environment1. Isn’t it 
time to refocus our attention on these concerns?  This is precisely what the Doughnut sets 
out to do, by using illustrations to represent the social foundation and the ecological ceiling 
to be respected and outlining the just and safe space we should be occupying today.

As the global and Belgian Doughnuts show, we are not there yet: there is some way to go. But 
this pathway is a beacon of hope and a vector of creativity for the construction of societies 
that meet the needs of all while respecting planetary boundaries. To make effective headway 
along this pathway we nevertheless need to follow it hand in hand with all stakeholders, in all 
their diversity. Our Region must work in partnership with its companies, its associations, its 
citizens, in short with all those who live in it and build it on a daily basis. With the Doughnut 
as a shared compass, we can all advance in the right direction, one that takes us towards a 
balanced prosperity.

The Doughnut is an invitation to build the society to which we aspire, a model based on a 
set of powerful and convincing principles. Today, it arouses widespread enthusiasm and 
experiments are making encouraging progress, all over the world. However, the Doughnut 
has only been rolled out to a scale capable of effecting far-reaching changes in very rare 
cases. The challenge is therefore to give the Doughnut vision the concrete means to unroll its 
transformative potential. This is precisely the objective of the BrusselsDonut project, funded 
by the Brussels Regional Public Service Economy and Employment, and which echoes 
regional priorities, notably supported by Barbara Trachte, Secretary of State for Economic 
Transition.

1 Study on the opinions and behaviour of the people of Brussels in relation to the resilience of their city in the context of the Covid-19 health 
crisis, Brussels Environment / Dedicated, September 2020

foreword
why  
a Doughnut 
for 
Brussels?
 

The objective of the BrusselsDonut project was to pinpoint 
whether and how the Doughnut theory could be useful to the 
Region. In other words, to answer these questions:

 – How can the change of vision proposed by the Doughnut 
take concrete shape in Brussels?

 – How can it be useful to different actors and, overall, to the 
evolution of the Region?

 – What does the BrusselsDonut look like when we build it in 
a participatory way?

Today, we are publishing the results of ten months of work. 
You will not find definitive conclusions, but the outcome of 
the reflections and experiences conducted with more than 
200 people, in the course of 23 participatory workshops, an 
online consultation and numerous exchanges. Besides these 
contributions that have been essential in fuelling our approach, 
we were also intent on raising the profile of this Doughnut, 
by responding to the many requests received to explain this 
model, through conferences, meetings, interviews, etc. In 
addition, more than 1000 people expressed interest in the 
work that was being carried out by registering on the project 
website. Thanks to all those who contributed to it, from near 
or far, and despite a health context that put the spoke in the 
wheels of effective exchanges, the BrusselsDonut project 
was a formidable adventure, and also made it possible to lay 
the foundations for a “Doughnut network” within the Region.

From the beginning of the project, we realized that we had our 
work cut out for us, because we had to experiment, test and 
explore in a very concrete manner. We knew we wanted to do 
this by anchoring ourselves in the reality of the Region, but 
with whom? We chose to team up with people who are open 
to the idea of a change in vision and practice, in other words 
with actors who are already trying to implement the transition, 
on their own scale. This choice was justified by the fact that 
we were starting from scratch. We therefore needed allies in 
this first phase of appropriation of the Doughnut by Brussels. 
With them, we endeavoured to find uses for the Doughnut that 
were relevant for them, but also inspiring for all the others, 
before taking it on to other levels.
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From the global scale...

Three documents present our outcomes and learnings. The linkages between them should 
allow each, according to their own interests, needs or available time, to find the necessary 
information and above all to be inspired to keep on going. These documents can be read 
separately.

 – The first guide provides a summary of the outcomes but also contains all the useful 
theoretical contributions. It is therefore an ideal starting point for anyone discovering the 
Doughnut or who are still uncertain about what to do with it.

 – The second guide compiles the concrete outcomes of our explorations and the lessons 
we draw from them for the Brussels-Capital Region, and which can guide and inspire its 
actors in the economic, ecological and social transition. 

 – Finally, the third guide presents methodological tools and benchmarks to steer the work 
of various actors who would like to adopt the Doughnut approach in their action.

In addition to these documents, videos and interviews with the actors who took part in the 
process are also available on the project website: https://donut.brussels/

The Doughnut can be used in many ways by a plethora of different actors and to pursue 
equally diverse objectives. Given this ocean of possibilities, we propose the outcome of our 
reflections, based on a limited number of experiments, in the hope that it fuels both the desire 
of other actors to sign up for more and the interest in this formidable tool that underlies a 
strong and powerful vision of the development of our societies. We wish to invite all the 
actors to test the Doughnut approach, on the basis of our methodological guide for example, 
because it is much easier to grasp the spirit and scope when actually putting it into practice.

The BrusselsDonut project has paved the way for an appropriation of the Doughnut model by 
Brussels’ inhabitants. Most of the feedback we have received has been very enthusiastic, but 
there is also an awareness that changing attitudes isn’t that simple. And that it takes time to 
see this kind of work through to its conclusion. But now that the groundwork has been done, 
we can forge ahead.

... to the national scale... ... to the regional scale

So
ur

ce
: R

aw
or

th
 2

01
2,

 2
01

7

So
ur

ce
: O

’N
ei

l e
t a

l. 
20

18

BRUSSELSDONUT 



8
guide 1

9
guide 1

The Doughnut uses illustrations to depict the boundaries that we 
must respect today: those of the social foundation and the ecological 
ceiling, between which the viable space of our societies falls, that of 
socially just and environmentally safe economies. The question that 
arises is how to make our Region a place where its inhabitants can 
thrive while also respecting the well-being of people elsewhere in the 
world and that of the planet.

The 10-month long BrusselsDonut project aimed to explore ways of implementing the 
Doughnut theory at the level of the Brussels-Capital Region, at different scales and for 
different types of actors. To do this, we followed four levels of approach, which allow us 
to identify the multiple potential uses of the Doughnut. One of its strengths is that it is 
remarkably malleable, within the strict framework of defined limits (the social foundation 
and the ecological ceiling, presented on the following page).

 – At macro level, we have drawn up the Doughnut portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region 
with the aim of pinpointing where it stands in relation to the social foundation and the 
ecological ceiling. The co-construction of this portrait and the multiple indicators it 
contains show that the Region still has a long way to go to achieve balanced prosperity, 
but also that many areas need to be better known, through the development of new 
indicators.

 – At meso level, we have joined forces with several regional public institutions to explore how 
the Doughnut approach could be used to guide public action. These initial explorations 
highlight in particular that the Doughnut tool can contribute to the diagnosis in the run-
up to the development of an action plan or to its evaluation. It can also be mobilized for 
the allocation of funding. The need for clear political guidance on the adoption of the 
Doughnut as a compass is also one of the key findings.

 – The micro level has looked at the concrete action of actors of the Region already 
implementing transition actions. We explored with them what it meant concretely to 
move toward a Doughnut economy and showed how the tools proposed by the Doughnut 
approach can allow them to go further in this direction.

 – Finally, with the nano level, we have set out to make the Doughnut accessible in a simple 
and concrete way through an everyday object: the smartphone. Its Doughnut analysis 
reveals its multiple impacts and also served as a basis for the construction of an 
educational sheet.

summary
The  
Doughnut 
at the 
service of 
the Brussels 
transition

At the end of this exploratory work and via these four 
approaches, we show:

 – that the economic, ecological and social transition 
can draw both on the vision carried by the Doughnut 
and on the Doughnut tool itself, in a way that is highly 
flexible and adaptable to many contexts and objects. 
The Doughnut can guide the work of many actors on 
a daily basis, not only to establish the diagnosis of 
actions but also to anticipate future developments or 
to come up with necessary alliances, etc. In short, be a 
great transformative tool;

 – that the transformations proposed by the Doughnut 
will only take shape if it is taken up by a great 
diversity of actors, each at its own level and at its 
own scale. The political impetus is essential for this. 
The entire Brussels government must validate this 
strong strategic choice. Because this is a project 
that transcends jurisdictions, that is nurtured by 
relationships and complementarities. It is about giving 
a collective direction. But securing political backing 
is not enough. The actors who build the Region, the 
citizens who live there must also grasp its relevance 
and understand to what extent the model can help 
them in their daily work. We therefore advocate that the 
Doughnut should become a true reference framework 
for the economic, ecological and social transition.

It goes without saying that, as the Region’s Doughnut 
project develops and spreads, it will be necessary to bring 
on board more stakeholders, continue the experiments and 
further tweak the methods, maintain the dialogue between 
the different actors, imagine ever more bridges and then 
really build them.
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Faced with the multiple crises we are experiencing, the question 
arises as to whether the theories and tools that led us to these crises 
are also those that could allow us to respond to them, or whether, 
on the contrary, we need to thoroughly review our current frame of 
mind and decision-making framework. “What if we started economics 
not with its long-established theories, but with humanity’s long-term 
goals, and then sought out the economic thinking that would enable 
us to achieve them”. A question that sums up the approach of Kate 
Raworth, the economist behind the Doughnut theory2.

The Doughnut economy

After 150 years of economic growth and despite the promises that remain associated with 
it today, a large share of the world’s population is still suffering serious deprivation and is 
unable to meet its most basic needs. Our main collective priority is to eradicate this extreme 
poverty, to ensure that everyone has the minimum to live and thrive. This social foundation 
above which everyone should find themselves, is the inner circle of our Doughnut. The 
different dimensions of basic human rights (which make up for example the Sustainable 
Development Goals adopted by the United Nations) form this social foundation.

However, these human needs must not be satisfied at the expense of the resources of our 
planet. The services and goods we need must be supplied in ways that do not exploit the Earth 
beyond its capabilities. While an increasing proportion of the population is elevated above 
the social foundation, care must be taken at the same time not to overshoot the ecological 
ceilings of the Earth system, so as to safeguard the conditions of habitability. This ecological 
ceiling forms the outer circle of the Doughnut, composed of the various planetary boundaries 
identified by research in environmental sciences.

2 See in particular her book Doughnut Economics: seven ways to think like a 21st century economist (Random House Business Books, 
2017).

The 
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a compass 
for guiding 
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Grasping the economy as it is, i.e. integrated

The first step towards a Doughnut economy is to give the 
economy its rightful place by recognizing that it governs 
only part of our activities and social relations, and that it is 
integrated.

The fact is that “the Economy” often tends to be presented 
as an encompassing entity, with its own rules and logic 
we are forced to follow. The Market stands as a dominant 
institution that turns us all into producers or consumers 
above all else: allowing little room for other courses of 
action.

But the economy is diverse: alongside and complementing 
the commodity economy are the domestic economy, the 
public economy, and the economy of the Commons, each 
of which supplies services and goods that meet the varied 
human needs and aspirations. In domestic homes, we 
“produce” meals, care for children and the elderly... 

Public authorities provide infrastructure, health care, social 
solidarity... The economy of the Commons provides spaces 
for exchanging second-hand objects and for sharing 
knowledge and know-how, places and vital forces to repair 
objects or help out a neighbour, etc.

This turns the economy into a subset of our societies: 
fortunately, they are more than just that. Last but not least, 
the economy must be thought of as an integral part of 
natural systems: the economy depends on the resources 
provided to it by them, and rejects its by-products.

This means that “seeing the whole picture” as Kate 
Raworth suggests, is to recognize the interdependencies 
that the economy nurtures with society and with the Earth, 
and to recognize within it the different types of actors who 
deserve a place within it.The Doughnut therefore uses illustrations to represent this 

twofold necessity and defines the viable space in which we 
must develop: an ecologically safe and socially just space 
where a balanced prosperity unfolds.

The challenge is therefore for humanity to attain this 
space, to join the flesh of the Doughnut. Every act and 
every decision undertaken should then be considered 
in the light of this question: are they taking us on the 
right path? More specifically, do they allow us to move 
closer to or remain within the viable space or, on the 
contrary, do they make us move further away from it?  
The Doughnut is therefore a compass allowing us to steer 
our path through the challenges we face.

While the Doughnut itself may give us a direction to follow, 
it does not immediately tell us how to achieve it. This is 
because adopting the Doughnut (and thus replacing the 
aim of economic growth with that of balanced prosperity) 
is only the first of the 7 principles of the Doughnut economy, 
summarized in the following table. Let us introduce three 
others to explore the concrete implementation of this 
Doughnut economy.
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Embracing a regenerative 
and distributive economy

The economy may indeed be integrated (it must then be 
recognized as such and all the consequences drawn, which 
is not insignificant), but it can also be reshaped according 
to principles that will more effectively and more intrinsically 
ensure that it evolves within the Doughnut. These principles 
are regenerativity and distributivity, and they should 
be embedded (“by design”) in the very workings of our 
economies.

A regenerative economy, first of all, should replace our still 
largely degenerative economies, based on a linear logic 
with respect to resources: extract — manufacture — use 
— discard. The aim would be to restore both biological 
and technical nutrients in the context of an economy that 
becomes as circular as possible.

A distributive economy then, in which we do not just 
redistribute income a posteriori, but in which not only 
income, but also wealth, power and time are distributed 
from the outset among the actors. This distribution must 
be understood in the sense of networks, composed of a 
diversity of actors, which would make our economies much 
more resilient.

Fortunately, there is no need to be an economist to adopt 
and implement the Doughnut. It comes into its own through 
practical implementation and we will here give a broad 
outline (and in more detail in Guide 2) of the different ways 
of applying it.
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The 7 principles of the Doughnut

Source: DEAL

Adopt the goal of 
the 21st century

Aim to satisfy the needs of all within 
the limits of the planet's means. Seek 

to align your organization, purpose, 
networks, governance, ownership and 

finances with this goal. Expect this 
work to be stimulating, innovative and 

transformative.

Be distributive
Work in a spirit of open design and 

share the value created with all those 
who co-created it. Be aware of power 
and seek to redistribute it to improve 

equity among stakeholders.

See the whole picture
Recognize the potential roles of 
households, the Commons, the 

market, and the State — and their 
multiple synergies — in transforming 

economies. Make sure that the 
funding serves the task instead 

of directing it.

Be regenerative
Seek to work with and 

in the cycles of the living world.  
Share, repair, regenerate and 

take care. Reduce travel, minimize 
flights, act wisely in 

terms of climate and energy.

Cultivate human nature
Promote diversity, 

participation, collaboration  
and reciprocity. Strengthen networks 

within communities and work in  
a spirit of trust. Ensure the well-being  

of each.

Aim to thrive rather 
than grow
Don't let growth 

become a goal in itself. Know 
when you have to let the work 

be disseminated via others rather 
than increase in size.

Adopt systems thinking
Experiment, learn, adapt, evolve and 

aim for continuous improvement.  
Pay attention to dynamic effects, 

feedback loops and tipping 
points.



14
guide 1

The four Doughnut lenses 
applied to a territory

The Doughnut schematically represents two types of boundaries: a social foundation below 
which human dignity is violated and an ecological ceiling beyond which we pose significant 
risks to the planet. This Doughnut was first developed for the scale of the whole Earth. Although 
it has the advantage of offering a common horizon to humanity, this scale is nevertheless 
insufficient, because it does not offer an outlet for concrete transformations (in fact, to date, 
no planet-wide governing body exists with the power to initiate actions at this level).

It is therefore on a localized scale, such as that of the Brussels-Capital Region, that the 
Doughnut can be concretely applied, the idea being to implement it at all scales — which are 
complementary to each other. But applying the Doughnut to a particular territory such as that 
of the Region makes the two-dimensional vision of the Doughnut (in terms of foundation and 
ceiling) insufficient. It must indeed be rolled out, or rather unrolled, in such a way as to take 
on board both our local aspirations and our global responsibilities: at the infra-planetary scale, 
the local and the global are disjointed. In concrete terms, the intersection of the two types 
of issues to be considered (social and ecological) and the two scales to explore (local and 
global) opens onto four lenses which, together, form a global framework to put the Doughnut 
into action. These four lenses, shown below, each embodies a thought-provoking question.

 – The “local-social” lens examines the satisfaction of social needs and the realization 
of the aspirations of the territory’s population, by specifying the meaning to be given 
to each social dimension in the light of the given context. Local social norms are not 
identical everywhere.

 – The “local-ecological” lens explores the ways in which the territory can — beyond simply 
reducing its ecological impacts — contribute to natural cycles, to the restoration of 
ecosystems in its direct environment.

 – The “global-ecological” lens questions the territory’s share of responsibility for global 
environmental impacts and aims to determine whether or not it respects its “fair share” 
of global ecological resources and capacities. 

 – Finally, the “global-social” lens is an invitation to take into account the impacts that 
the choices made here have on populations elsewhere in the world. Our consumption 
patterns have impacts on the populations working to produce them or extract the 
resources we need.

These four lenses are mobilized in each of the different levels of application of the Doughnut 
that we have explored and that we present below in this Guide.

lens 1

What would it mean for the people  
of the territory to thrive?

lens 2

What would it mean for the territory  
to thrive in its natural habitat?

lens 3

What would it mean for the territory  
to respect the health of the whole planet?

lens 4
 

What would it mean for the territory 
 to respect the well-being of  
people world-wide?

LOCAL 
SOCIAL

globAL 
SOCIAL

globAL 
ecological

LOCAL 
ecological
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With the BrusselsDonut project, we have experimented with the 
implementation of Doughnut theory by starting out from four levels 
of action (from “macro” to “nano”3). The approaches associated with 
them are not exhaustive, but it seems to us that, by proposing different 
practices, at different scales and to different types of actors, they 
give quite a good insight into the potential of the Doughnut approach. 
These four approaches produce different kinds of knowledge and 
implement specific and adapted methodologies, but are also entirely 
complementary to each other.

3 The terms "macro", "meso", "micro" and "nano" are used here to distinguish between different scales of observation and different types 
of actors involved: from the widest to the narrowest and from the collective to the individual.

The four 
levels 
of the 
Brussels
Donut

CAUTION: 
The four levels of the 
approach should not 
be confused with the 
four Doughnut lenses 
presented earlier. 
The number match is 
purely fortuitous!

Micro level 
The regional 
Doughnut portrait

The first level is the Doughnut portrait of the Brussels-
Capital Region. Like any portrait, it sets out to reflect a 
certain reality. To do this, it presents various indicators 
on the four lenses, resulting from a co-construction work  
that involved citizens, non-governmental organizations, 
scientists or administrations. Co-construction is all the 
more necessary here because any choice of indicator takes 
on a political dimension. But more than a mere reflection 
of reality, the regional portrait also intends to show the 
pathways likely to channel the Brussels-Capital Region 
towards a just and sustainable transition: the portrait 
suggests a horizon to attain. The establishment of these 
limits and this horizon must be seen as a process, never 
really finished and always likely to evolve.

Meso level 
analysis of strategies 
and action plans

The second level is that of strategies: if an administration 
has to implement a particular policy, the four lenses of the 
Doughnut invite it to consider the impacts implementing 
this policy will have from every possible angle. In doing 
so, the criteria for political assessment or decision-making 
are not limited to a traditional cost-benefit analysis, but 
incorporate more systemic criteria. With several Brussels 
administrations, we have explored some possible uses of 
the Doughnut in order to clarify under what conditions and 
in what ways it could contribute to the implementation of 
the economic, ecological and social transition within the 
Region, taking the reality of its public actors as a starting 
point. The methodological principles suggested for this 
level can also inspire the strategic planning of other types 
of organizations (e.g. civil society organizations).

macro 
The Doughnut portrait of 

the Brussels-Capital Region

meso 
Analysis of strategies 

and action plans

micro 
Analysis of projects 

and activities

nano 
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of everyday 
objects
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Micro level 
analysis of projects 
and activities

The third level of the BrusselsDonut project is that of concrete 
situations in which Brussels’ stakeholders (associations 
or private companies) undertake a transition process and 
implement actions in this direction. We therefore start out 
from their reality on the ground to explore with them what it 
means to implement in a concrete way an economy "in the 
flesh" of the Doughnut, what are the obstacles encountered 
or the levers mobilized. This approach can be applied to any 
type of organization (associations, cooperatives, for-profit 
companies, etc.), engaged or not in a transition process, 
whose projects we propose to analyze through the prism 
of the Doughnut. On the basis of three concrete cases and 
with the people involved, we have developed a "Doughnut 
joint investigation” methodology. More broadly, through 
these three cases, we can pinpoint the lessons that we can 
learn about our Brussels economy and its transformative 
possibilities.

Nano level 
analysis of everyday 
objects

The last level is that of the everyday object. The countless 
objects that surround us on a daily basis carry with them 
the entire history of their life cycle... Analyzing them with 
the Doughnut filter means gaining an opportunity to both 
understand certain sometimes well hidden aspects of these 
objects and to grasp how simple and powerful the Doughnut 
is as a tool to raise awareness of the interactions between 
social and ecological, local and global challenges of our 
societies. The everyday consumption choices we make 
have impacts that can be analyzed broadly and in greater 
detail. Here, it is the smartphone that will come under the 
magnifying glass of the Doughnut. This object, which is part 
and parcel of many people’s everyday life, fulfils multiple 
functions, some of which are very useful, but it also generates 
a myriad of impacts in the four corners of the world of which 
we are not always aware. This analysis also spawned an 
educational sheet designed to allow a number of different 
audiences to learn about the Doughnut approach.

The changes required to deal with the multiple crises we are 
experiencing must be achieved at all levels, individual and 
collective, grassroots and political, as well as in productive 
organizations. Aware of this systemic dimension, we 
were keen to come up with levers of change at each of 
these levels, allowing them to connect with each other to 
accelerate the transition.

The four levels of application selected are summarized 
below. Their results and learnings for the Brussels-Capital 
Region are detailed in Guide 2. Finally, their methodological 
aspects are presented in the form of tools that can be 
adopted by others in Guide 3.

The notions of Doughnut 
“portrait” and “analysis”

While the first level concerns a “portrait”, for the other 
three we speak of “analysis”. This is an important 
difference of approaches, linked to the fact that the 
Doughnut can be thought either in relation to its edges 
(the boundaries it defines) or in relation to “its flesh” 
(the qualitative elements it invites to adopt to respect 
the boundaries).

Thus, to draw a Doughnut portrait (of a region for 
example) is to set standards: in terms of limits not to 
be overshot (those of ceilings and foundations) and in 
terms of targets to be achieved. The portrait defines 
the contours of the Doughnut, which can be for 
various scales: neighbourhood, city, region, nation, etc.

The Doughnut analysis stands out because this 
time it is a question of thinking on the basis of 
these standards, and of concretely imagining new 
trajectories for our economies, new ways of doing 
things – more virtuous and fairer – in order to respect 
the limits.

Everyone, in any type of organization, can grasp this 
approach in terms of Doughnut analysis and many 
things can be analyzed. Above all, the Doughnut 
analysis should not be seen as a sad confrontation 
with a combination of limits and constraints that 
would prevent economic freedom, but as the moment 
of a metamorphosis that requires positive energy  
and creativity.
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The Doughnut invites us to rethink our societies between the social 
foundation and the ecological ceiling. Implementing this approach 
at the level of a particular territory, the Brussels-Capital Region in 
this case in point, involves first pinpointing our starting point and 
envisioning where we want to go.  Where does the Region stand in 
relation to the social foundation and the ecological ceiling? 

What areas need to be addressed to attain a balanced prosperity? What goals do we set 
ourselves and how do we measure them? The Doughnut portrait is designed to answer these 
questions, by pooling in particular a set of indicators that shed light on the state of the 
territory locally, socially and ecologically, but also on how the territory affects (positively or 
negatively) social and environmental aspects beyond its borders.

With its various indicators, the Doughnut portrait is first of all a mirror reflecting a reality of the 
territory in question: the situation of the people who live there as much as that of the people 
affected elsewhere in the world, the environmental impacts generated in this territory, with 
their consequences at home and further afield. But the portrait is more than that: it invites the 
actors of the territory to explore, on the basis of this situational analysis, what it would mean 
for each of them to thrive within the limits of the Doughnut. While the portrait lays down the 
limits to be respected, it also sets the targets to be achieved, making it possible to plan for 
the future. In doing so, it invites us to define creative new ways of thinking and doing. By 
proposing a shared image of what a thriving territory would mean for the inhabitants and by 
proposing an attractive and desirable vision of what it could be in the future, the established 
targets also make the portrait a powerful tool for collaboration between many actors. The 
portrait should therefore not be seen as an exhaustive and statistically accurate diagnosis 
of a territory, but rather as a tool for reflection, awareness-raising and mobilization. This is 
therefore the thinking behind the portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region created as part of 
the BrusselsDonut project.

Micro level 
the 
Doughnut
portrait  
of the 
Brussels-
Capital
Region
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 The need for co-construction

4  On https://donut.brussels/

The construction of the portrait began with research and 
compilation of all the relevant data to inform the four 
lenses of the Doughnut. In particular, we collaborated with 
the Brussels Institute of Statistics and Analysis (IBSA) 
and Brussels Environment to collect the data available 
to these institutions, for the social and ecological fi elds 
respectively. These sources were then supplemented by 
a second phase of research to include the productions of 
other regional administrations competent for specifi c fi elds 
of the portrait, actors from academia (research articles, 
scientifi c databases, etc.) and civil society (reports, 
surveys, etc.) In doing so, a database was built compiling 
all the data available per lens and per area. This database, 
which contains a total of 143 quantitative indicators, is also 
available for download4.

Creating the Doughnut portrait is not, however, just a simple 
exercise in compiling quantitative data. This raw material 
must also be the subject of prioritization and selection: for 
each area, and among any number of potential indicators, 
which are the most telling, those that best convey the 
Brussels reality? In other words, which should be the 
subject of public attention? Choosing indicators, that is to 
say determining how reality and its evolution are measured, 
is a fundamentally political challenge, which must be the 
subject of a collective exercise of democracy. This is what 
we have sought to do for the Doughnut portrait of the 
Brussels-Capital Region, within the scope of the means 
available to us for this project. We organized a series 
of workshops for each of the four lenses of the portrait, 
bringing together a diversity of actors from civil society, 
academic or institutional backgrounds who were invited to 
participate from different networks. In all, nearly 90 people 
participated in these workshops. In order to allow as many 
people as possible to participate in the construction of 
this portrait, we also opened an online form for six weeks, 

allowing those who wished to do so to submit indicators 
and data to us to appear in the portrait. This form attracted 
around 100 contributions.

These different modes of participation made it possible 
to explain and justify the choices that were made for the 
construction of the portrait. The indicators selected refl ect 
— we hope — the discussions that took place and the 
comments we received. The participation of the actors also 
allowed us to go beyond the data that are available: it goes 
without saying that, to invent a new economy, we must 
also invent new indicators, whose fi gures do not yet exist 
by defi nition. The portrait was therefore constructed by 
seeking to exploit as much as possible the available data, 
so as to produce an informative portrait. Nevertheless, 
the indicators chosen are not considered satisfactory 
enough to accurately represent the realities on the ground 
according to the actors who took part in the process. The 
proposals for new indicators to be developed (a total of 109 
and discussed in Guide 2) are therefore just as much part of 
the results of this collective work as the portrait itself. This 
Doughnut portrait must therefore be seen as the starting 
point for a process of refl ection and action for the future 
of the Region and on how to measure it.

the process of creating the 
Doughnut portrait of the 
Brussels-Capital Region

5
workshops  
organised

90 
persons

 involved

1 
online questionnaire 

open to contributions 
for 6 weeks 

 90
proposals received

143
quantitative 

indicators collected

109 
proposals 

for indicators to be developed
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This is a simplifi ed version of the Doughnut portrait of 
the BCR, which does not set out to be exhaustive nor 

defi nitive, but is designed as a portrait to live by and be 
developed with the actors of the Region.

One single indicator is included per area, the indicator 
deemed most relevant by the people involved in the 

co-construction of the portrait.

Details of the approach, the data used and of the data 
that is still lacking can be found at 

https://donut.brussels

visual synthesis:



LOCAL
SOCIAL

globAL
SOCIAL

21% OF THE PEOPLE 
CLAIM TO BE IN POOR 
SUBJECTIVE HEALTH

32.2% OF THOSE 
AGED 15 AND OVER 
HAVE A LOW LEVEL 
OF EDUCATION

39% OF ROADS 
ARE RESERVED 
FOR PEDESTRIANS 
AND BICYCLES

THE RICHEST 10% 
EARN 9 TIMES THE 
INCOME OF THE 
POOREST 10%

32,000 PEOPLE 
DEPEND ON 
FOOD AID

20.9% OF THE 
POPULATION FACE 
WATER INSECURITY

31.4% OF THE 
POPULATION IS AT 
RISK OF POVERTY

83% OF THE 
POPULATION 
IS PROUD 
TO BE FROM 
BRUSSELS

17.7% OF 
HOUSEHOLDS 
LIVE IN POOR 
QUALITY HOUSING

THE MARGIN LEFT 
OVER FOR PRODUCERS 
REPRESENTS 0.06% 
OF THE TOTAL VALUE 
GENERATED BY THE 
CHOCOLATE INDUSTRY

   IN GHANA MORE 
THAN 3500 PEOPLE 
ARE VICTIMS OF 
FORCED LABOUR IN 
COCOA PLANTATIONS

MORE THAN 2 MILLION 
CHILDREN WORK IN 
THE COCOA INDUSTRY

Mining

2.6 MILLION 
SMARTPHONES
SOLD IN 
BELGIUM 
IN 2019 
WITH AN 
AVERAGE 
LIFESPAN
OF LESS 
THAN 3 
YEARS

WORKERS 
ARE EXPOSED TO 
PESTICIDES THAT 
ARE HARMFUL TO 
THEIR HEALTH

THE MAJORITY OF 
THE PRODUCERS 
CANNOT SATISFY 
THEIR NEED FOR FOOD, 
HOUSING, EDUCATION…

THE CASE OF CHOCOLATE THE CASE OF ELECTRONICS

28.3% OF 
HOUSEHOLDS FACE 
ENERGY INSECURITY

14.8% OF THE POPULATION 
IS INVOLVED IN 
VOLUNTARY WORK

54 MILLION 
METRIC TONS OF 
ELECTRONIC WASTE. 
74 MILLION
METRIC TONS 
BY 2030

IN 2016, 12 OF THE 17 
MAIN MINES IN THE 
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF 
CONGO WERE CONTROLLED 
BY ARMED GROUPS

A 
QUARTER 
OF THE E-WASTE 

PRODUCED BY 
INDUSTRIALIZED 

COUNTRIES
ENDS UP IN 
AFRICA OR IN 
ASIA IN INFORMAL 

RECYCLING  
CENTRES

DURING CERTAIN PHASES OF THE 
PRODUCTION PROCESS, WORKERS 
ARE EXPOSED TO FUMES THAT 
CAN HAVE LONG-TERM HARMFUL 
EFFECTS ON THEIR HEALTH

54% OF PEOPLE 
OF WORKING AGE 
HAVE A JOB

170,000 PEOPLE 
HAVE NO DIGITAL 
SKILLS AND 475,000 
ARE LOW SKILLED

THE INCOME GAP 
BETWEEN MEN AND 
WOMEN IS 
€5130 PER YEAR



globAL
ecological

LOCAL
ecological

AIR TEMPERATURES 
ARE ON AVERAGE 3°C 
HIGHER IN THE CENTRE 
OF THE BCR THAN IN ITS 
RURAL SURROUNDINGS 
IN SUMMER

LOCAL RENEWABLE 
ENERGY 
PRODUCTION 
ACCOUNTS FOR 1.4% 
OF THE ENERGY 
CONSUMED

29% OF THE AMPHIBIAN 
POPULATION IS ON THE 
RED LIST. THE HOUSE 
SPARROW POPULATION 
HAS DECREASED BY 
95% SINCE 1992

CONSUMPTION IN THE 
BCR EMITS 7 TIMES ITS 
CARBON BUDGET

... THUS 
CONTRIBUTING 
TO CLIMATE 
CHANGE ... AND THE 

ACIDIFICATION 
OF THE OCEANS

THE PRODUCTS CONSUMED 
IN THE BCR LEAD TO A 
CONSUMPTION OF 4 TIMES 
TOO MUCH LAND SURFACE

OZONE-
DEPLETING 
SUBSTANCES 
HAVE BEEN 
BANNED 
AND ARE 
NORMALLY 
NO LONGER 
USED

THE BCR CONSUMES 
30% OF ITS SHARE OF 
THE WORLD'S WATER

THE FOODSTUFFS CONSUMED IN 
THE BCR LEAD TO A CONSUMPTION OF
5 TIMES TOO MUCH NITROGEN AND 
8 TIMES TOO MUCH PHOSPHORUS

THE BCR PRODUCES 1.5 
TO 2 MILLION TONS OF 
WASTE PER YEAR. 35% 
IS EARMARKED FOR 
RECYCLING AND REUSE

30% OF BCR’S 
SURFACE 
REMAINS 
UNDEVELOPED

GREEN SPACES 
ACCESSIBLE TO THE 
PUBLIC REPRESENT 
19% OF THE SURFACE

THERE ARE 
78.9 HA OF 
COLLECTIVE AND 
FAMILY VEGETABLE 
GARDENS

AIR QUALITY IN THE 
BCR IS HEALTHY 7 
DAYS OUT OF 10

ALMOST 90% OF THE 
REGION'S ENERGY 
RESOURCES ARE 
IMPORTED.

THE ECOLOGICAL QUALITY 
OF RIVERS AND PONDS 
IS 1.2 OUT OF 3

3% 
OF 

THE 
WATER 

CONSUMED IN 
THE BCR IS 
CAPTURED 
IN THE BCR

THE
DOUGHNUT PORTRAIT 

OF THE BRUSSELS 
CAPITAL REGION

This is a simplifi ed version of the Doughnut portrait 
of the BCR, which does not set out to be exhaustive 
nor defi nitive, but is designed as a portrait to live by 

and be developed with the actors of the Region.

This visualization is based on the existing indicators 
deemed most relevant by the actors involved in the 

co-construction of the portrait. The participants 
made proposals for other indicators to be developed 

and taken into account.

Many initiatives more consistent with the Doughnut 
exist but the portrait is based on the most 

widespread practices and products currently in use.
Details of the approach, the data used and of the 

data that is still lacking and all of the proposals for 
new indicators can be found at 

https://donut.brussels
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Some way to go before the Brussels 
Region can thrive in balance

Traditional economic indicators (gross domestic product, growth rate, volume of investments or exports, etc.) give us quite 
a glowing picture of the performance of our Region. Unfortunately, the Doughnut portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region puts 
them into perspective. It shows that Brussels still has some way to go before it can thrive in balance, i.e. a situation in which 
the social needs of all are met while respecting ecological boundaries. Here we will highlight the main conclusions we can 
draw from this portrait, the results of which are detailed in Guide 2.

A regional Doughnut 
portrait to live by 
and develop

In addition to the briefly presented learnings, the construction 
of this first Doughnut portrait of the Brussels-Capital 
Region revealed our shortcomings when it comes to our 
ability to assess the precise situation of the Region and its 
inhabitants in various areas covered by the Doughnut. To 
shape the contours of a new economy, there is no doubt 
that it is necessary to invent new indicators that are better 
adapted to it. The participatory work revealed a great deal of 
dissatisfaction with the figures we have today, and prompted 
the emergence of several proposals to complement the 
existing body of statistics, developed in Guide 2.

This first portrait is therefore intended as a starting point, 
which will have to be extended, updated and, why not, 
supplemented with other Doughnut portraits drawn up 
within each commune or each neighbourhood. In order for 
a diversity of actors·to adopt this approach, we set out the 
methodology in detail in Guide 3. But this portrait should 
be widely discussed within the Region, so that it can be 
seen as a shared diagnosis to drive a broad collective 
dynamic of transition.

lens 1

Economic growth is 
far from benefiting the 
entire population of 
Brussels. One third of the 
population is at risk of 
monetary poverty, while 
10% of inhabitants suffer 
severe material depri-
vation. This is a sign of 
strong inequalities within 
the Region. The indi-
cators selected for the 
rest of lens 1 show that 
a significant part of the 
population sees its basic 
needs unmet: in terms of 
health, food, access to 
housing, water or energy. 
Many of Brussels’ inhab-
itants are lowly qualified 
or unemployed.

lens 2

The Region also has 
progress to make in 
becoming a regenerative 
economy, which is 
revealed by the study of 
the flows of materials, 
energy or water.

lens 3

The Region uses far 
more than its fair share 
of global resources. 
Brussels is no exception 
in terms of the impact 
levels of our Western 
lifestyles.

lens 4
 

The Brussels Region, 
like the other “northern” 
regions, is contributing 
to the deterioration of 
the living conditions 
of other populations 
elsewhere in the world, 
through its integration 
into global supply chains.

globAL 
ecological

LOCAL 
ecological



22
guide 1

23
guide 1

How  public action plays a central 
role in the paradigm shift 

Tasked as they are with the implementation of public policies, administrations are clearly an 
essential category for the paradigm shift underlying the Doughnut theory. As hinges between 
politicians and the community, they have important levers in terms of planning and funding. 
If the Doughnut is to accelerate the transition, then public administrations, in particular, 
constitute key allies.

For example, thanks to the four lenses of the Doughnut, it would allow an administration 
faced with the implementation of an urban planning policy to question the social and 
ecological impacts of this policy on the local and global levels from all angles. In doing so, 
it would probably develop assessment criteria or action plans that would not be limited to a 
traditional cost-benefi t analysis, but would incorporate more systemic criteria. 

Unlike other reference frameworks focusing on the concept of sustainable development, the 
interactions between the three pillars are essential here and make it possible to highlight 
the limits of one pillar or the other, thanks to the foundation and ceiling. Where it is common 
practice today, in a public policy, to favour one of the three pillars and nevertheless to 
estimate its contribution to sustainable development in a global way, the Doughnut will push 
the requirement for coherence much further.

To take the fi rst steps towards the appropriation of the model by administrations, to test 
its limits and potential, we organized workshops with some of those concerned. A fi rst 
workshop5 brought together about thirty participants from various regional and communal 
administrations as well as from ministerial departments. Two other workshops concerned 
one administration in particular, perspective.brussels, whose missions entail dissecting the 
statistical and territorial analysis in order to plan and program the territory(ies), and as such 
already put it at the crux of the crucial issues facing our region. Finally, a specifi c work made 
it possible to start the analysis of the regional circular economy programme, BeCircular. 

5  Co-organized with the Thriving Cities Initiative.

 Meso level
public
action 
under the 
prism 
of the 
Doughnut

The Doughnut analysis 
process for public action

3
practical workshops 

around strategies
and action plans 

of administrations

1 
brainstorming workshop 

on two working documents

1 
presentation of the results 

to all the teams of an 
administration

1 
presentation

to a communal college

42 
persons

in practical workshops 

80 
people who have 

discovered the theoretical 
aspects of the subject
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A political and inclusive choice 

The political commitment to the Doughnut must be widely shared and strongly supported: 
this is one of the first elements expressed by the participants.

Why? 

 – It did not escape the actors involved that adopting the Doughnut tool implied a consider-
able amount of work. As with the other levels, switching to the Doughnut filter imposes 
challenges, a reflection from every angle that can revolutionize work habits. So this is 
not a project that is being undertaken lightly. It involves upstream work (e.g. having data 
to feed into the first diagnosis) and downstream work (implementation of action plans) 
which must be fully taken into account.

 – The systemic approach of the Doughnut is an incentive to move beyond the strict juris-
dictions of a particular administration. Faced with this broad-spectrum analysis, reac-
tions can range from a retreat into silo-thinking (“this is not our goal”) to enthusiastic 
and weighty interrogations about the necessary (but not always possible) collaborations 
with other actors. 

 – Introducing Doughnut lenses into administrations poses a challenge, as many tools al-
ready exist. So what place can it be granted? Complementarity must be well studied with 
the actors concerned and clearly presented.

 – The implementation of the Doughnut way of thinking has budgetary implications: not 
necessarily an overall increase in the envelope but at the very least a reallocation of 
resources.

In cross-cutting terms, this need for a clear political positioning is linked to this central 
question: how can a model that simultaneously addresses social, economic and ecological 
issues simultaneously be integrated in the current institutional workings of our Region? A 
model that transparently integrates the positive and negative impacts and that invites an 
integration of the global challenges in each action? The questions will gradually be answered 
if the general orientation is clear, if the injunction to integrate the tools of the Doughnut is 
widely applicable. Our methodological proposal laid out in Guide 3 is only preliminary in this 
respect and must be adapted according to the specificities and needs of each administration.

Moreover, several of our interlocutors greatly appreciated the fact that Doughnut tools 
encourage participation both within an administration (with people who are not often involved 
in the transversal approach), but also between administrations and with external actors. This 
is a clear added value compared to some other public sector planning or management tools 
and is conducive to meaningful creativity.

The Doughnut in 
administrations, 
which applications 
for what uses? 

Beyond the potential it has to provide public actors with 
a reference theoretical framework bearing the seeds of a 
“new model” for the development, particularly economic, of 
the Region, the Doughnut can support the work of public 
sector actors on a daily basis. We have identified three 
major potential uses for administrations, which will have 
to be fine tuned as and when they are rolled out. These 
elements are explored more broadly in Guide 2.



24
guide 1

25
guide 1

1. Tool for evaluating the impacts  
of an action, a project, a strategy 
Once the decision is taken to embrace the Doughnut perspective 
within an administration, for example, it is important to assess 
certain actions carried out. This will make it possible to reveal 
the strengths of the work through the prism of the Doughnut 
and the areas that remain in the shadows, because of the 
relative or complete lack of information.  

On the basis of the experiments carried out, we believe that 
it is important that the choice of the “object” of work be 
clear and precise: mobility policy, for example, would be far 
too broad a field. Working on a well-defined plan or strategy 
will not prevent avenues towards other plans or strategies 
being opened up along the way, thus achieving coherence 
from the ground up and drawing on concrete experience. 

The Doughnut analysis of a perspective.brussels working 
document on housing policy in the context of urban 
planning/programming, for example, has revealed a focus 
almost exclusively on lens 1 (social-local). This observation 
was expected, since the political injunction was to 
respond urgently to a need for housing for populations 
in precarious situations. The interest of the Doughnut 
analysis lies precisely in the conclusions to be drawn from 
this assessment as regards the potential limits of the fields 
of action of each, the messages to be passed on to other 
actors, the possible collaborations to allow the situation to 
evolve, etc. 

Incidentally, tensions could also be exposed, since the 
intention is to open up dialogue: colleagues might not react 
in the same way to possible shortcomings in the picture 
drawn up, for example. 
 

2. Analysis and decision  
support tool 
The Doughnut makes it possible to further define, to 
redirect certain policies, action plans or expenditures and 
this, potentially, quite early in the process.

In line with this, the workshop conducted with perspective.
brussels around the Urban Renewal Contract (CRU) in 
the Midi district focused on an ongoing project which 
has already completed its diagnostic phase but whose 
implementation is pending. An analysis through the prism 
of the four lenses allowed the actors in question to highlight 
the relevance of this tool to fine tune their diagnosis by 
taking into account broader aspects (the integration of 
commuters, from elsewhere, for example) and/or use it 
more qualitatively in a participative process.

At the workshop co-organized with the TCI (Thriving Cities 
Initiative), most working groups discussed strategies that 
are still in their infancy. By placing the issue of the use of 
green transport for logistics distribution in Brussels firmly at 
the centre of the Doughnut, the need to integrate the social 
and environmental impacts of logistics when measuring its 
costs clearly emerged given the sheer number of impacts 
and interrelationships between dimensions. 

Asking the right questions early on to guide decisions is 
therefore an objective to which the Doughnut tool can 
contribute, in conjunction with other tools, if necessary. 

It can also steer thinking on the development of new criteria 
or indicators, which can be integrated into the award of 
public contracts or calls for projects, for example. The work 
carried out with certain actors of BeCircular and detailed 
in Guide 2 has made it possible to identify this element as 
particularly promising. 

3. Tool to build 
new stakeholder networks
A systems thinking like that of the Doughnut requires that 
bridges be built between a whole spectrum of actors. 
There is no denying that this need for cross-cutting work 
spaces (and time!) sees the Doughnut defy the traditional 
"silo" workings of our cities and regions. The public sector 
actors met all shared the same view on the need for better 
communication flows and a better coordination between 
actions. But the path ahead is long and will require a real 
commitment from a large number of actors, especially po-
litical. The Doughnut can support this approach to change 
by offering a common narrative and practical tools, but 
the heart of the change remains within each institution. 
One exciting possibility would be for a “Doughnut officer” 
to be designated within each administration to carry out 
these crucial pedagogical, facilitation, harmonisation and 
networking efforts. However, this step is only a first step, 
since the "Doughnut spirit" should be able to trickle down 
within each department.
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The outlines of a handbook 
to steer public action 

Once the specific needs have been identified and the work object chosen, work on the 
basis of the Doughnut tool can begin. We repeat, this is a process that requires significant 
investment from the people involved. The Doughnut’s approach – whatever form it takes – 
triggers a shift in perspective, focus, and even priorities. If it is conducted with a real concern 
for change, it can be powerful but also destabilizing… before a new balance is found.

The handbook proposed in Guide 3 sets out some broad methodological guidelines, so that 
public sector actors or associative actors are guided in their thinking around the positive and 
negative impacts of their action/strategy/decision or other. Whether assessing an ongoing 
strategy or fine tuning the diagnosis underlying a project, the canvas remains identical and 
aims to broaden the perspective. 

The aim of the workshop is to formulate concrete courses of action to improve the work in 
progress or to reflect on the work to be carried out in the Doughnut spirit. For this, participants 
will observe their strategy (or other) through different perspectives (the 4 lenses). This will 
help to develop a more systemic approach to the work.

It will first be important to lay down the framework by introducing the basics of the Doughnut. 
Do all the participants clearly understand the pursued goals? Do they understand·the general 
framework surrounding the vision? 

Then, the characteristics of the strategy (or other) will be discussed in terms of the impacts 
it has on the well-being of the people of Brussels and that of inhabitants elsewhere in the 
world, and on the Brussels and global ecosystems. The links between some of these lenses 
and dimensions will of course emerge. In other words, the strategy as drawn up today will 
be questioned and could be adjusted to ensure that positive impacts are strengthened and 
negative impacts are reduced.

The next step will be to establish an action plan and the necessary collaborations. What 
concrete actions will need to be taken by different people or institutions to ensure that the 
strategies under scrutiny contribute to a sustainable and just development of the Region, in 
order to ensure a thriving future for all? Who should be involved?

The iterative nature of the work is central. It will be necessary to put the chosen work object back 
in the centre of the Doughnut regularly, to evaluate the progress and involve different actors.

A few focus areas have emerged from our practice:

 – Some lenses will prove more difficult to process than others. However, it is important to 
devote time to this to see possible actions emerge in the next phase. 

 – A framework of trust and benevolence is essential. Free speech is crucial. 

 – There is no “right” or “wrong” answer. Ideas can bounce off each other, can help pinpoint 
some existing practices that may no longer be so optimal, etc. 

 – It must be possible to make (and trace) links between elements within the same lens or 
between lenses.

 – It is important to encourage participants not to settle for directly perceptible or 
anticipated impacts. 

 – The work "objects" placed in the centre of the Doughnut must be relatively precise and 
anchored in the Brussels reality because they must be able to be dissected with precision

 – It is likely that obstacles related to the contours of the current mission or to the budget 
lines of the services concerned will emerge. This is a sign that collaborations with other 
departments or that an escalation to the political level is then necessary. The substantive 
discussion begins, which does not prevent progress on other small steps. 

 – The presence of external facilitators makes it possible to streamline the workshop, not 
to get lost in the process, and to apply methods of collective intelligence.
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What can be learned from a Doughnut analysis of projects and 
activities developed in the Brussels-Capital Region? How to guide the 
different types of organizations acting within the Region so that they 
creatively conform to the boundaries of the Doughnut? We set out to 
answer this twofold question through what we have called a Doughnut 
analysis process. Whatever the type of action taken, a Doughnut 
analysis comes into its own when the organizations concerned have 
the will to commit to a transition process.

 Doughnut analyses through 
joint investigations

We have proposed to conduct these analyses in the form of joint investigations, i.e. in the 
form of a dialogue between the actors of the analyzed cases and the BrusselsDonut team, 
in order to understand how this type of approach can work in concrete terms. The actors of 
the cases we tested signed up to engage in this approach and co-build it with us. This saw 
us conduct joint investigations with groups of people from two associative structures and 
a private company (these three case studies are presented in detail in the appendix entitled 
“Doughnut Joint Investigations”6).

A Doughnut analysis allows organizations to self-evaluate 
themselves using concepts and notions from Doughnut theory. At 
the same time, it makes it possible to tie in what is analyzed in the 
situation with the outside world, to inform society of the dynamics 
internal to the situations (provided that the co-investigators 
agree). It also makes it possible to get a practical taste of the 
qualitative approach of the Doughnut economy and what a 
transition process implies in concrete terms. These situations 
may lead to generic ways of doing things that are useful to society, 
or even to controversies that are just as useful for moving forward 
more collectively in the transition. These learnings are presented 
in Guide 2. 

6  Downloadable from https://donut.brussels/ 

 Micro level 
the 
Doughnut 
analysis 
of projects 
and 
activities

A joint investigation? 

Joint investigation is the term we have 
used to refer to the Doughnut analysis 
approach common to the teams of 
the organizations involved and the 
BrusselsDonut team where all the steps 
were defi ned in common, as well as 
what would be taken to the outside. 
In the particular case of this mission, 
the joint investigation focused both on 
the content to be disclosed and on the 
methodological approach as such.

The Doughnut analysis process 
of Brussels organizations

3
joint investigations 

into concrete projects

20 
PARTICIPANTS 

8 
organizations 

involved

12
co-creative workshops 

organized 

4
recommendations or 

policy issues formulated
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The Doughnut  
joint investigation 
approach

Two types of productions emerge from this process:

 – a transversal analysis — on a modest scale — of the 
lessons learned from these joint investigations, in 
terms of potential knowledge of the economy of the 
Brussels-Capital Region if the approach were pursued: 
see Guide 2;

 – the construction of a methodological guide containing 
several tools and allowing any group or organization to 
carry out a Doughnut analysis of its action (in a joint 
investigation situation or independently): see Guide 3.

In order to be able to report here on the three joint inves-
tigations (each situation being specific and the analysis 
dealing with many elements), we have summarized them in 
a fictional case called FICTIO. By doing so, we graphically 
present the process and tools used during the Doughnut 
analysis. This case also includes some content, in order 
to exemplify the type of information and lessons that the 
Doughnut survey makes it possible to highlight.

 SOCIAL FOUNDATIO
N

EC
OLO

GICAL CEILING

1 doughnut express
How do our actions 
impact the social foundation 
and the ecological ceiling?

What is ‘Fictio’?

A fictional example of a Doughnut 
analysis based on the projects analyzed  
in the framework of BrusselsDonut. 

This example summarizes the process 
and tools used, as well as examples  of 
lessons that can be learned.

“We maximize 
the re-use of materials.”

“We don’t know how to 
accurately measure our 

impacts. ”

“We build affordable  
housing, but by using new 
materials and building on 
urban wasteland."

environmentally 
friendly

social

“We also impact the 
neighbourhood around us."

“We don’t just want to 
employ but also to train.”

"Health at work  
covers both physical and 

mental health: stress, 
conflict management, the 

feeling of being part of the 
team."
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2

3

4 lenses
How to 
formulate 
objectives 
that take into 
account local 
and global, 
social and 
ecological 
impacts?

signboard
How to rethink 
our internal 
design and our 
relationship with 
the outside to 
move towards 
an ecological 
and social 
transition?

lens 1 lens 2

lens 3lens 4
 

objectives

governance

networks

finance

OWNERSHIP 

Towards...

more 
distributive...

... and more 
 regenerative...

globAL 
ecological

LOCAL 
ecological

“We want to work more horizontally 
but also to accompany these role 

changes and manage the stress that 
it can generate.”

“We want to minimize the surface 
of new buildings and make room for 

(shared) green spaces.”

“We 
feel helpless 

faced with the problem  
of social dumping.”

“We want to know where our 
materials come from, how and by 

whom they were produced.”
“We want water to 

be a non-disposable 
element in our 

projects.”

"We want to share 
our resources (water, 

electricity, ...).”

“We can create specific 
projects to test 

innovations.”

“We can co-finance 
projects, for this we need to 

attract  new partners.”

“We need to work 
together differently.”

“We need to rethink roles 
and define other roles.”

“We have to nurture ties 
with the neighbourhood 
around us and the local 

administration.”

“We want to give people 
more responsibility  

to enable them to become 
co-owners.”

“We have to nurture ties 
with politicians because 

some laws prevent us from 
going further.”

“We need to nurture ties 
with researchers to better 
understand our impacts.”
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The  main learnings of our 
Doughnut analyses

Our three test cases form an admittedly small but highly instructive sample and which already 
gives a taste of what the Doughnut economy would be when applied to organizations. To 
grasp their own practice in relation to the transition, these organizations have access to tools 
other than the Doughnut analysis. But here the analysis is inserted into a coherent common 
framework (the ceiling and foundation of the Doughnut), which has two advantages. On the 
one hand, it prevents “picking” among the areas that we treat or not and, on the other hand, it 
makes it possible to strengthen the understanding of the interdependencies both between 
actors and between areas.

In a joint investigation situation, we were able to observe directly how the thinking of 
participants progresses. It is forward-looking, striving to identify bottlenecks or opportunities 
and seeking creative solutions to solve them. The solutions provided are always partial, 
but they lead to others that sometimes bring new problems and that in turn lead to new 
proposals for solutions and objectives. The transition is made up of processes that shift over 
time, allowing trial and error, toing and froing.

The three joint investigation test cases start out with an already proven awareness of the 
need for the transition. The reasons that prompted participants to enter the exercise are 
multiple, but there is undoubtedly a big difference between profi t-making economic actors 
and those who are not (see on this subject Guide 2). However, while this difference of 
approach very much exists, it is also true that it should be relativized and perhaps no longer 
forms a defi nitive cleavage in the different trajectories. These can intersect, sometimes 
overlap, and even fi nd common policy objectives. 

What also comes out very clearly from these Doughnut analyses is that not everything can 
be resolved within companies or organizations on the basis of an “individual” dynamic alone. 
If the analysis is well done, it reveals the obstacles and blockages to internal transformation, 
which can also be linked to external dimensions, often administrative or political, that require 
transformations of practices at other scales or the establishment of common rules and 
standards. 

Implementing these transformations implies inventing innovative spaces for debate. While 
it is diffi  cult, if not impossible, to bring about change alone, there is a real potential for 
networked action within a Doughnut coalition that we welcome in order to link the different 
approaches of the Doughnut. 

A m ethod for applying 
the Doughnut to a 
project or action

We propose a Doughnut analysis process in three phases, 
each involving a specifi c tool: 

1. Doughnut Express exercise — reveals actions (positive 
or negative) in relation to the social foundation and 
ecological ceiling of the Doughnut.

2. Four Lens exercise — makes it possible to adjust 
existing objectives and/or imagine new objectives to 
contribute to the well-being of people and the health of 
the planet, at a local and global level.

3. Signboard exercise — makes it possible, building 
on the objectives resulting from the 2nd exercise, to 
rethink the economic design of the organization as 
well as the networks and new alliances to be built.

In Guide 3, these tools are developed as a methodological 
guide for the attention of any organization that wishes to 
embark on a Doughnut analysis.

See you 
in Guide 3 

to start
a Doughnut analysis!

See you 
in Guide 3 
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The Doughnut analysis of an object consists in looking at it 
through the four lenses of Doughnut theory. As is the case for the 
other levels, it seeks to reveal the “hidden faces”, that is to say 
the impacts that this object has on the different dimensions of the 
ecological ceiling and the social foundation. 

It can be seen as a frame of reference intended for anyone wishing to question their 
consumption choices. It invites us to become aware of our double connection “me with 
others” and “us with the planet”. It also mobilizes the “life cycle” thinking that connects 
environmental and social impacts to a particular stage of the object’s life cycle (from the 
extraction of its raw materials to its becoming waste) and highlights the interdependence 
of consumption and production. Supplementing the Doughnut approach of the four lenses 
with the “life cycle” thinking allows us to acquire a systemic vision that demonstrates the 
complexity behind a simple consumption choice. The approach proposed here can be 
reproduced for each object of our daily lives.

 Nano level
analysis of 
everyday 
objects 

The process of creating the 
Doughnut portrait of the smartphone

40
sources
analyzed

5 
experts 

consulted

47 
impacts

identified
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 The case of the smartphone

The smartphone is a complex object and strongly anchored in our daily lives. In the 
Brussels Region, it is one of the ultimate tools of the digital era in which we live. A very 
large majority of Brussels’ inhabitants now have a smartphone in their pocket. In fact, the 
number of Belgian smartphone users could reach 10 million by 2025. If we were to choose 
an object capable of symbolizing “the era of globalization”, the smartphone would be an ideal 
candidate. The life cycle of a smartphone shows up many interconnections: It demonstrates 
the interdependence of our global and local markets with many social and environmental 
issues. However, this choice should not blind us to the diversity of socio-economic realities 
and the inequalities of access to this type of electronic device in Brussels as elsewhere.

The research and co-construction method
As regards data, we fi rst studied scientifi c reports and complete life cycle analyses of a 
smartphone to identifyhotspots, i.e. impacts likely to affect the dimensions of the ecological 
ceiling and the social foundation of the Doughnut theory. We also drew on reports by civil 
society actors and qualitative narrative data, as well as a workshop with actors specialising 
in the fi eld of the life cycle of a smartphone.

Based on the data collected (see the full list of references in the methodological appendix7), 
we conducted workshops with several specialists to co-construct our analysis. As for the 
regional portrait, the process of construction of the Doughnut object analysis aims to refl ect 
a collective approach and enriched by different and complementary perspectives. The 
objective of this step was to fi nd the most representative impacts for each Doughnut lens. 
This iterative co-construction process made it possible to identify new hotspots.

The Doughnut object analysis is not intended to be exhaustive. It seeks to offer an overview, 
tangible and likely to provoke refl ection in an educational approach. Among the most 
representative impacts, we chose those that could be mobilized in a didactic way.

7 Available at: https://donut.brussels/

The scope of the Doughnut 
object analysis

Scope  
Our work stops once the hotspots are identifi ed, the most 
salient impacts on the ecological ceiling and the social 
foundation. We do not seek to quantify or compare all of 
these impacts. We are well aware that the smartphone 
also generates positive impacts (we identify several, see 
Guide 2), but we decided for pedagogical reasons to focus 
on negative impacts, probably less directly visible and 
tangible. Moreover, Brussels is not the only territory where 
the massive use of smartphones generates numerous 
negative impacts, far from it. However, illustrating the local 
and global mechanisms in which the Region is embedded 
seems to us to raise prolifi c questions in a quest for a 
connectivity and a digital life that is more compatible with 
the boundaries of the Doughnut.

Object of analysis 
We chose a "generic smartphone", understood as the 
elements that usually make up a smartphone. This allows 
us to make a precise pedagogical generalization.

Delineation of the studied system 
The system refers to the stages in the life cycle of a 
product that are chosen for analysis. Our system can 
be defi ned as “cradle-to-grave”, that is to say that we 
analyze the smartphone from the extraction of raw 
materials until its end of life. We have limited ourselves 
to the direct impacts generated by the smartphone. We 
have therefore intentionally left certain aspects aside, 
including other systems connected to the smartphone 
such as infrastructures used to extract raw materials (for 
example an oil platform) or infrastructures related to data 
sharing, wifi  connection, etc. Their life cycle also shows 
many impacts, but we chose to focus our analysis on the 
smartphone itself.

Find the analysis of the 
smartphone in Guide 2.
Find the analysis of the 
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IMPACT SELECTION 
It is true that most of the impacts identifi ed here are 
negative, but be careful, as this does not mean that all the 
impacts of the smartphone are negative, far from it. We 
have simply chosen to reveal certain elements that strike 
us as both signifi cant in terms of their consequences 
and hardly discernible at fi rst sight. This is the idea of the 
“hidden faces” of the smartphone. As set out in greater 
detail in Guide 2, several Brussels innovations based on 
smartphones bring about a positive social impact. In 
addition, we hasten to specify that most of the observations 
formulated here are not the prerogative of Brussels but are 
applicable to many other territories where the smartphone 
has become an essential object. However, it is interesting 
to note certain specifi cities of the Brussels-Capital Region, 
such as the fact that policies and a growing movement in 
favour of a circular economy could be leveraged to make 
the electronics and digital economy more sustainable 
(through re-employment, reconditioning or functionality, for 
example). Another interesting point, Brussels welcomes a 
population of very diverse origins for whom the smartphone 
can be a way of staying in touch with  relatives living 
sometimes far away. A situation that comes to the fore in 
particular during health-related lockdown periods. 

 Overview of the Dough-
nut object analysis 
educational sheet

Why an educational sheet?
The objective of the Doughnut smartphone analysis is to 
illustrate a possible approach to be followed to reveal the 
diversity of impacts related to our consumption choices. 
To make this approach accessible, we have developed 
an educational sheet. This is a guide that can be used to 
facilitate a group of people who wish to understand the theory 
of the Doughnut through an object or explore the multiple 
interconnections behind a common consumer object.

How to use this educational sheet?
This tool can be mobilized by all. It is a generic step-
by-step guide that is adaptable to the context of each 
group and the needs of the facilitator. This sheet can be 
mobilized in a school setting by teachers of 4th, 5th, or 
6th secondary years, as part of an awareness training on 
sustainable consumption for adults or within a company 
that seeks to understand the hidden aspects of a particular 
product. The sheet is put together in such a way that the 
facilitator can simply print it out and follow it point by point. 
To see the concrete result of the activity, it should ideally 
be accompanied by the “Doughnut smartphone analysis” 
found in our Guides 1 and 2.

Limitations of the educational sheet? 
By taking an overview, one of the risks of the Doughnut 
object analysis is to seek to be completely exhaustive. 
Indeed, the four lenses of the Doughnut offer the possibility 
of tracking at the same time many environmental and social 
impacts, both at the local and global level. This makes it 
diffi  cult to know which impacts to choose and where to 
stop. A fi rst way of simplifying can be to choose only the 
impacts which can be represented by specifi c examples. A 
second possibility is to defi ne pragmatic selection criteria 
such as representativeness, capacity to act on these 
impacts, etc. 

See you in our Guide 3 
to take ownership of this sheet!

See you in our Guide 3 
to take ownership of this sheet!

See you in our Guide 3 
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This is a simplifi ed version of the Doughnut analysis of the smartphone. The details of the procedure and the data used are at https://donut.brussels/

globAL
ecological

LOCAL
ecological

THE DOUGHNUT ANALYSIS  
OF THE SMARTPHONE AS 

SEEN FROM THE BRUSSELS REGION

EVEN THOUGH 
BRUSSELS IS AT 
THE FOREFRONT OF 
RECYCLING, OF THE 60 
MATERIALS CONTAINED 
IN A SMARTPHONE, 
ONLY 17 CAN BE 
RECOVERED.

SOME APPLICATIONS CAN HAVE 
POSITIVE IMPACTS (E.G. CARPOOLING, 
RECOVERY OF UNSOLD GOODS, ETC.)

WHAT IMPACT DOES THE 
SMARTPHONE HAVE 

ON THE ENVIRONMENT 
IN BRUSSELS?

UNSUSTAINABLE 
MANAGEMENT AND USE 

OF RESOURCES TRANSPORTATION

MANUFACTURING

OCEAN 
ACIDIFICATION

WATER ABSTRACTION

EXTRACTION
LOSS OF BIODIVERSITY

WATER, AIR & SOIL         
             CONTAMINATION

WHAT IMPACT DOES 
THE SMARTPHONE 

HAVE ON THE PLANET?

A SMARTPHONE IS 
DESIGNED ACCORDING 
TO A LINEAR RATHER 
THAN CIRCULAR MODEL

A SMARTPHONE 
ACCOUNTS FOR 1 TO 5% 

OF ENERGY IN BRUSSELS 
FOR RECHARGING, 

BUT ABOVE ALL 95% 
TO 99% OF ENERGY 
FROM ELSEWHERE 

FOR MANUFACTURING 
AND USE

95% TO 99% OF 
THE ENERGY 

CONSUMED BY A 
SMARTPHONE 
IS RELOCATED

... AND FOUR 
RECYCLED 
IN A COST-
EFFECTIVE WAY

EXTRACTION

MANUFACTURING
TRANSPORT

USE

END OF LIFE

FIND THESE STEPS IN THE 4 
LENSES OF THE DOUGHNUT

EVERY OBJECT HAS A LIFE CYCLE: 

LOSS OF 
BIODIVERSITY
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Replicate and extend, capitalize and share, mobilize and pull 
together… all this using the Doughnut as a global frame of reference.

 Replicate, extend

Replicating would imply doing the “same” thing over and over, which is obviously never 
possible, nor desirable. But the experience can still be reproduced, from situation to situation. 
Or rather, the experiences, in the plural, given the number of cases or situations that can be 
considered and the different levels of our approaches.

In addition to the results that we have been able to achieve, we propose methodological 
guides that allow various actors to implement the Doughnut at four levels (macro, meso, 
micro and nano). However, while the methodological guides that we propose make it 
possible to steer the action of those who will use them, they are in no way defi nitive and 
will be enriched and completed in the course of their different uses. It should be noted that 
although these guides can be used independently, their practical implementation can prove 
to be very complex and require external assistance. We do not advocate solitude with the 
Doughnut but, on the contrary, for each approach, the creation of forms of collective analysis. 
Moreover, it seems to us that replicating the approach does not mean moving forward in 
isolation, but exploring other levels of approach, other actors, and possible alliances.

The 
Brussels-
Donut: 
what's 
next?

Capitalize, share

It would indeed be a pity if every lesson learned about the 
Brussels economy at each of the levels discussed could 
not be the subject of knowledge-sharing. The analysis 
of the smartphone must be available to all, as well as 
that of a multitude of other objects. Each object analysis 
result conducted by any collective — and provided that the 
methods of analysis are similar — should be available and 
shared with all. 

The same applies to the results of analyses of actions 
by economic actors or analyses of strategies by public 
institutions. We believe that a considerable amount 
of knowledge can emerge from all these approaches. 
Researchers can certainly draw on such material to further 
deepen entire sections of knowledge. 

The Doughnut Portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region, if it 
takes shape, is far from fi nished — will it ever be? — it must 
be able to evolve according to new uses, new alliances or 
new scientifi c knowledge in both the ecological and social 
fi elds. The indicators cannot be defi nitively set but call for 
a continuous monitoring, maybe by creating facilitators of 
Doughnut areas who keep them going. This accumulation of 
knowledge is impossible without a certain continuity of action. 

Finally, consistency should be established. This capitalization 
of knowledge is at the same time a transfer. It is necessary 
to establish coherence between the different levels of the 
approach so that indicators and practices correspond: 
whether they really act on practices or whether practices act 
on indicators… 

In our Guide 3, you 
will fi nd the practical 

implementation as well as 
the downloadable tools. 

In our Guide 3, you 
will fi nd the practical 
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Mobilize and pull together

Each BrusselsDonut action line has its own dynamics, 
a form of autonomy, its own methods, tools and results. 
But it would be wrong to see them as separated. There is 
obviously interdependence between the scales of action. 

How would a consumer feel if they analyzed a favourite 
object and then felt helpless because they had no other 
choice but to use it because of a lack of alternatives or 
because they are too divorced from reality to transform 
it? How would a company react if, for example, it made 
transformation efforts and perhaps lost market shares in 
the face of competition while other economic organizations 
operating in similar fields were not invited to do so? How 
can a public administration acting in the name of the 
general interest take into account the concrete realities 
of economic entities acting on its territory or carry out an 
isolated Doughnut project, without any other administrative 
partner or without a shared reference framework? And 
what would it feel for a political entity to create binding 
rules for actors located under its jurisdiction while external 
political entities do nothing? No one can take on the risks 
of transformation in a completely isolated way. From a 
systemic perspective, each actor must be able to take into 
account the evolution of other actors at multiple scales so 
that new cooperation is possible: create “vanishing lines”. 

Each of our approaches was conceived as a way to test 
potential mobilization of individuals or organizations from 
a perspective of further action, beyond the present mission 
of the BrusselsDonut. It appears that this potential does 
exist, as aspirations and interests have been voiced. We 
also see aspirations to set up a network.

Based on all these implementations and this impulse, we 
call for the creation of a “Doughnut coalition” in Brussels, 
linked to an even wider coalition, already being formed. 
This network in progress must be able to operate across 
the scales of action and accept within it the debate and 
controversy.

Formulate a global 
frame of reference 
for the Region 

To give a more overarching meaning to the approach 
summarized in this report and to make it a strong political 
choice, so that there is a real capacity for replication, 
extension, capitalization of knowledge and methods, 
exchange, mobilization and coordination, we invite 
politicians to make the Doughnut a global reference 
framework for the entire Region.
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The Doughnut uses illustrations to depict the boundaries that we must 
respect today: those of the social foundation and the ecological ceiling, 
between which the viable space of our societies falls, that of socially just 
and environmentally safe economies. 

For 10 months, with a diverse spectrum of stakeholders, we have explored 
different ways of applying this Doughnut economy to the Brussels Region. 
Discover the results!

Download the other guides
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