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Abstract: The authors endeavor to investigate the intersection and relationship between sustainability,
business models and a circular economy. These three concepts are believed to be at the heart of
finding a solution to creating and implementing a circular economy. The three pillars of sustainability
(society, environment and economics) have been identified as the golden thread when applied to
developing circular economies and the business models used in these circular economies. These
three pillars highlighted the areas of intersection and engagement between the circular economy and
business models. The three pillars, or stakeholders, need to be considered equally and, where there is
sacrifice and benefits, they need to be balanced. A scoping review was chosen, as the starting point,
to ascertain the literature in the field. The results of the scoping review showed a lack of research
conducted at the point of intersection between these three fields. Finding a solution by creating
and implementing a circular economy will have positive effects on the economy, environment and
society, as there is, proverbially, “not much time left” and everyone in the process will sacrifice and
benefit. The research has highlighted the need to explore the intersection and relationship between
sustainability, business models and the circular economy as a concept, and future research should
develop frameworks to guide the development and implementation of this intersection to include all
relevant stakeholders.
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1. Introduction
As the world population continues to grow steadily and consumption increases exponentially, the pressures on limited natural resources are ever increasing. The increase in
consumption by people resulted in an increase in waste, which affects every aspect of the
planet from global warming to pollution on land and in oceans and rivers. Boulding [1]
describes it eloquently when he refers to planet earth as a single spaceship with limited
resources that, once depleted, can no longer be replaced unless alternatives be considered
and implemented, such as the finished products (outputs) of certain entities serving as raw
material (inputs) for other entities. Many researchers [2–6] consider Kenneth Boulding, an
ecological economist, to be the forerunner of what we today know as the concept of the
circular economy, as it is based on his analogy of the Earth spaceship.
Currently, businesses within the waste value chain participate in a linear economy
which starts at production and ends at the landfill, with a small percentage ending up being
recycled. As these companies exist for economic benefit and gain, Teece [7] mentioned
that their business models are the “design and architecture of value creation, delivery

Sustainability 2022, 14, 3687. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14063687

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

Sustainability 2022, 14, 3687

2 of 14

and capture mechanisms” of a business. Therefore, business models’ construction has
come under the spotlight as an instrument to integrate circular economy principles into
business [8,9]. A spotlight which has become more intense when considering the impact
on the environment and the effects on society.
Korhonen and colleagues [10] introduce us to the three pillars of sustainability to
define a circular economy. These three pillars are society, the environment and the economy.
Interaction between these three pillars would allow us to find a solution to moving towards
a circular economy. There are instances when only one or two of the pillars are catered for;
however, a balance needs to be struck among all three pillars within the concepts of circular
economy and business models.
The dilemma currently being faced is finding a solution to ending the linear economy
and evolving it into a circular economy seamlessly. The linear economy was dominated
by the make–use–dispose philosophy. The linear economy has been around for decades
and has been driven by economic benefit only. There was no real consideration for the
environment or society, or the impacts on either. The need to minimize or even stop the
exploitation of natural resources and rethink the disposal of materials brought about the
philosophy of a circular economy which is driven by the 3R principle. The 3R principle
refers to reduce, reuse and recycling [2] of materials and products in the waste economy.
When considering sustainability, as introduced earlier, the three pillars should be used
as a guide when designing circular economies and business models operating within
these economies. According to Ranta and colleagues [11], the circular economy provides an alternative model for analyzing and understanding consumption and circular
economies circulate products and materials in “loops,” as long as they can yield value.
Ghisellini et al. [2] mentioned that circular economy-oriented studies outside of business
model research have been focused on the circularity of material flows and advancing the
3R principles. Therefore, the importance of business models in the circular economy is not
a desire but, rather, a need, and using the pillars of sustainability and circular economy is
important to circular economy realization.
In this study, the authors recognize the importance of using the three pillars of sustainability consistently when dealing with circular economy and business models which is
vital to attaining circularity. Thus, the intersection, where sustainability, circular economy
and business models meet, is vital to developing a circular economy.
As a first step of the research process, a scan was carried out of the available literature.
The search of literature yielded no articles within the field of interest where all three
components (business models, circular economy and sustainability) are discussed or were
the subject of investigation. It was then decided that the best place to start with the research
was the development of a scoping review. It is the hope of the researchers that the scoping
review will give insight into areas of future research in developing this field of interest.
The scoping review focused on the following question:

•

What are the characteristics of business models, the circular economy and sustainability
that enable a circular economy in the waste sector?

1.1. Concepts
The scoping review investigates the combination of three core concepts within the
waste economy: sustainability, circular economy and business models. According to
Sehnem et al. [12], sustainability is a driver of a circular economy which is mediated by
innovation, and EMF [13] noted that the circular economy is an economic model that is
based on restoration and regeneration. The pillars of sustainability used to define a circular
economy constitute the interrelationship between the environmental, economic and social
components that are prevalent within the context of waste value chains [14]. Therefore,
the circularity of an economic model is dependent on sustainability, and vice versa. To
ensure that the process of circularity is embedded into the various waste value chains
and, ultimately, the economy, at large, business models have become the focus, as they
create value, capture value, and deliver value for businesses and, in this research context,
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businesses within a closed loop system (the circular economy). As many countries are at
various stages of circular economy realization and implementation, a scoping review was
considered to be the best format to determine what has been carried out within the area of
research and to identify the gaps in literature to further develop and implement the concept
of circularity in a third world setting.
1.2. Context
This review includes research conducted on business models, circular economy and
sustainability within the waste economy of various countries where there has been a drive
toward circularity.
1.3. Types of Study
The scoping review consists of empirical studies that were conducted on the elements
of sustainability, business models and circular economies and how they propose to implement a circular economy. There were six articles that met the criteria that were stipulated at
the beginning of the process, of which three articles were systematic reviews and one was a
literature review; all focused on the business models required for a circular economy and
circular economy principles. One article focused on the development of indicators linking
circular economy principles, circular business models and the pillars of sustainability. The
last article researched and developed a single tool, backed by methodology, for the enabling
of businesses to formulate circular value propositions.
2. Sustainability
Geissdoerfer et al. [14] defines sustainability as the balanced integration of economic
performance, social inclusiveness and environmental resilience to the benefit of future
and current generations. According to Pieroni et al. [15] sustainability is described as a
balanced integration of economic performance, social inclusiveness, and environmental
resilience that will benefit the current and future generations. Sustainability is a driver
of a circular economy (CE), which is mediated by innovation [12], and CE is a stepping
stone towards sustainability [16], which is an economic model based on restoration and
regeneration [13]. Natural resources, in a linear economy, are turned into products with
leftover value that is discarded rather than being reduced, reused or recycled [17]. Linear
economy conventions can no longer continue to supply the growing demand for natural
resources, as nature approaches its tipping point where it becomes impossible to sustain the
biosphere called Earth [17]. The circular economy has emerged, as a conceptual instrument,
from the sustainability movement, to better control resource extraction, moderate scarcity,
and price volatility, while responding to future demands [18–20]. Therefore, based on the
principle of closing the life cycles of products by a reduction in consumption of resources,
the circular economy belongs to the sustainable development framework [21].
3. Circular Economy
The paradigm of the circular economy was inspired by the concept of a closed loop
economy, which was introduced at the end of the 1980s [22,23]. The overarching concept
of the circular economy emerged in the 2010s [24], as interest in sustainability found
traction with governments, investors, companies and civil society [25]. A linear (open
ended economy) was the only existing paradigm that treated the environment as a waste
reservoir [6]. Geissdoerfer et al. [26] characterizes the current open system as erosive to
the interacting ecosystems of Earth, which has caused and continues to cause irreversible
changes in the essential life-support function of nature. A body of literature has arisen, over
the last few decades, from various research disciplines and practices that have contributed
to the understanding and interpretation of the circular economy concept [2,4,5,27,28].
Lahti et al. [29] noted that scientific literature on the circular economy was developed
through research conducted outside of managerial and organizational theories; however,
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the topic has been receiving increased attention from different research domains, including
strategic, operational, and technological management [30].
The theoretical roots of circular economy conceptualization have been inspired by
important conceptual approaches such as “cradle-to-cradle” [31], “industrial ecology” [32],
“industrial metabolism” [33], “biomimicry” [34], “blue economy” [35], and “natural capitalism” [3,36]. According to Geissdoerfer et al. [26] and Rizos et al. [5], the most used
definition of a circular economy was formulated by the Ellen McArthur Foundation [18],
which emphasizes that the circular economy as “an industrial economy that is restorative
by intention and design”.
Murray, Skenne and Heynes [4] suggested that the main aim of circular economies
is to achieve the uncoupling of economic growth from natural resources depletion and
environmental degradation. Therefore, keeping extracted natural resources in use as long
as possible and extending the value of products through reuse and recovery strategies
is the aim of circular economies [37]. Merli, Preziosi, and Acampora [38] and Pearce
and Turner [22] commented that there is consensus that the circular economy can help
restructure the current “take–make–dispose” economic system. The circular economy, as
a concept, emerges with the objectives of enhancing product, component, and material
usability and usefulness by return them through cycles, as it is an economy based on
the principle of minimizing waste and pollution, maintaining possession of products
and materials in use and regenerating natural systems [39]. Korhonen et al. [10] uses
the pillars of sustainability (environmental, economic and social) to define the circular
economy, namely:
1
2
3

The environmental goal of the circular economy is to reduce raw material and energy
inputs and minimize waste generation and emissions.
The economic goal of the circular economy is to reduce costs, risks and taxation,
including new product innovation designs and market opportunities for businesses.
The social goal comes by sharing the economy, creating employment, and creating a
collaborative culture through a participative democratic decision-making process.

Contrary to Korhonen and colleagues [10], Lierder and Rashid [27] noted the circular
economy as an active area of research on waste management, resource use, and environmental impact, yet it neglects the business and economics perspectives. A circular economy
can be defined as a global economic model that minimizes the negative effects of limited
resource consumption by concentrating on the intelligent design of materials, products,
and systems [40]. According to Geissdoerfer et al. [26], the circular economy is often seen
as a means of achieving sustainability; however, with a narrower focus on the economic
and environmental dimensions.
National governments (for example, Holland, Japan, Germany), economic thinkers
and the European Commission assume that the impetus to shift from a linear economy
towards a circular economy lay within the innovations of incumbent companies and entrepreneurship [4,6,18,41–44]. Moreau et al. [8] and Zink and Geyer [9] note that the change
to a resource efficient society will be driven by the innovative abilities of companies in setting economic goals, such as recovery targets, providing economic incentives and assistance,
such as governmental procurement programs, and performing research to experiment and
integrate circular economy logic into daily routines. Hoffmann [36] considers that, rather
than the business driven transition approach and the logic of economic value only creation,
there is a need for reflection on the desirable future conditions and how this future will be
reached. Hoffmann [37] asks, where does value end; where does waste emerge? To determine whether an observed system is linear or not is heavily dependent on the scope, the
predefined system boundaries and time scales [37]. Therefore, a strict distinction between
linearity and circularity can only, as a theoretical abstraction for the purposes of sensitizing
and addressing a more significant problem, lean towards the kind of economic activities
that build on a massive degradation of nature [37].
Interaction within the ecosystem is a vital prerequisite for companies to move from a
firmcentric to a networkcentric operational logic [15] and this transition requires rethinking
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their business models in order to enable the decoupling of value creation and resource consumption [45]. Therefore, developing and implementing business models that encourage
and achieve sustainability and circularity is a fundamental capacity for companies.
4. Business Models
The business model construct emerged in the 1970s and it was originally associated
with system modelling in information technology [15]. The concept has been maturing
and since the 1990s, with contributions from many disciplines, including technology and
organizational strategy theories [46]. In the circular economy literature, scholars and
practitioners from politics, business, and consultancies have emphasized the importance
of business models for achieving systematic change to a circular economy [37]. A few
researchers have noted that the business model concept research within the realm of
sustainability and the circular economy is still young, with 10 years and 5 years of activities,
respectively [47–49].
Business models are considered to be simplified descriptions of mechanisms of how
organizations create value, capture value, and deliver value to stakeholders through the
conversion of scarce resources [7,46,50–53]. Magretta [54] observed and commented that
the business model represents a new form of narrative in management theory, as business
models are the fundamental stories that explain how businesses work. Business models
enunciate how the value proposition, the value creation infrastructure, and value capture
will be fulfilled [52,55–58]. The business model canvas, through visualization, allows its
users to align profit with purposes such as environmental and societal aspects [52,59];
however, the environmental and societal value is hidden behind the economic oriented
canvas [59] even though some of its limitations are the practical aspects of integrating
environmental and social purposes. Therefore, Rodrigues and Lopes [60] acknowledged
that it is necessary to integrate additional tools, methodologies and techniques in order to
make the business model canvas more dynamic by adding social and ecological aspects
to the existing canvas to realize these aspects [61]. As a result of its comprehensiveness of
scope of modern interpretations and elusive nature, linking two “differing” domains of
knowledge (technical/physical), which are based on hard facts, and the economic (based
on uncertain assumptions), the business model construct definition remains inexact and
has been interpreted in various ways [62]. Antikannen and Vlakokari [63] mentioned that
most business model tools were criticized for their lack of integration of the elements for
innovating and transforming business models in the circular economy.
4.1. Business Model Development
Ludeke-Freund and Dembeck [49] noted that evolution in the general business model
related research might create confusion regarding the interpretation of the business model
construct. The business model canvas was introduced by its creators, Oosterwalder and
Pigneur [52], and described the business model canvas as “the rationale how organisations create, delivers and captures value”. The business model canvas, one of the most
preferred representations, consists of nine building blocks of value creation, organized into
four pillars, namely, product/value generation, financial aspects, customer interface and
infrastructure management [64]. Richardson [65] further refines the four pillars into three
main forms of managing value: value proposition, value creation and delivery, and value
capture, which represents a static view of a business model. Wirtz et al. [46] commented
that business model frameworks meet at the concept of a value creation logic of a reference
system such as, for example, organization, value chain, and industry sector, which can be
presented by various elements. The British Standards Institute (BSI) [66] reported that there
are six types of business models that have the potential to fit within a circular economy
and that this is based on demand, dematerialisation, product life-cycle, extension/reuse,
recovery of secondary raw materials/byproducts, products as service/product–service
system (PSS) and the sharing economy and collaborative consumption.
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4.2. Business Model Innovation
As researchers are grappling with understanding the field and adding description to
the field, practitioners are already being “pushed” for the transformation of their business
models as a means of embedding circular and sustainability thinking [66]. Hence, the sustainable and circular business model innovation (BMI) approaches have been proposed in
the grey literature by companies, governments and NGOs [15]. These bodies of knowledge
or potential emerging research fields are still in a conceptualization phase, with fragmented
literature [38,49,67]. Similarly, according to Geissdoerfer et al. [26], the boundaries and
synergies are not clearly explored. It is also worth noting that not all systems (businesses
and value chains) incorporating circular principles are intrinsically more sustainable [68].
Ghezzi and Cavallo [69] commented that innovative business models and industrial strategies, in this new context, are still in the implementation or development phase. Many
authors agree that there is a lack of clarification of where existing tools for conventional
business models are sufficient and where new tools are needed for embedding circularity
or sustainability in BMI [49,67]. There are a number of approaches that have been proposed
for either BMI and circularity; however, few approaches consider the integration of both
concepts [63,70,71]. Schaltegger and colleagues’ [72] typology suggests three strategies for
embedding sustainability into BMI: defensiveness (focuses on reducing risk/cost to maintain business as usual), accommodative (focuses on enriching the business model to reduce
impact) and proactive (focuses on completely new designs of value logic). Bocken et al. [45]
and Wells [73] noted that proactive strategies are often more impactful, as they are linked
to sustainability principles at the core of business by rethinking the value proposition,
delivery/creation, and capture systems to maximize societal and environmental benefits,
and not only economic benefits. Parallel to these studies, there is a notion of business model
innovation that consists of changing (through creation diversification, acquisition and
transformation) the business model as a response to internal and external incentives [48,67].
Holistic approaches for sustainability orientated BMI, from design to implementation,
are still in a development stage [74] and a sustainable business model (SBM) has been
broadly defined by Geissdoerfer et al. [68] to integrate multi-stakeholder management,
the creation of value (monetary and nonmonetary) for a plethora of stakeholders, and
have a long term view. Stubbs and Coeblin [75] and Ludeke-Freund [76] mentioned that
sustainability oriented BMI incorporates the sustainability principles of business model
design which adds complexity to the conventional BMI process, on top of generating
superior customer value to achieve competitive advantage, and capture economic value
as it also seeks to include environmental and societal factors. Wells [76] argues that SBM
is both profitable and will affect relative or absolute reductions in the environmental and
socioeconomic dilemma through the delivery of socially relevant products and services.
Linder and Williander [77] commented that CBM is a new kind of business model, as
value creation is focused on keeping economic value embedded in the products after their
use and exploit it for new types of market offerings; however, this requires a mechanic of
return flow (from end users to producers) through intermediaries. Rosa et al. [78] argued
that the economic value of a product can be maintained by lowering the dependence on
virgin materials, shifting from nonrenewable energy systems, adopting more sustainable
production practices and greening the entire value chain.
4.3. Circular Business Models (CBMs)
Comparing the linear business model and circular business model (CBM), the linear
business model’s value is associated with the product/service, which is lost after usage by
the customer, whereas a CBM represents a set of strategic decisions designed to preserve
the environmental and economic value of a product/service within the system [70,79].
A CBM is defined as a simplified representation of a complex organizational system
and relationship aimed to slow, narrow and close resource loops [68]. Circular economy
oriented (CE-oriented) BMI integrates practices and principles from the circular economy
as guidelines for business model design; however, these principles and practices that are
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integrated into the business model can occur at different levels depending on the strategies
being adopted [14]. Bocken et al. [45] added that CE-oriented BMI adds uncertainty
and complexity to conventional BMI, as new variables must be considered, for example,
customer perception and the quality and timing of returns of resources. To overcome
these complexities and uncertainty, a transdisciplinary view is required [80], coupled
with exploring the interfaces of CE-oriented BMI with other innovative perspectives, for
example, product design, value chain and digital technology [45,73]. There has been an
increase in academic research that focuses on CBMs, in addition to closed loop supply
chains and circular product design [38,74].
There are some authors that affirm CBM to be a type of sustainable business model [45],
yet there are those who believe that not all CBM consider the dimensions of sustainability
(environmental, economic, social) [81]. Mentik [81] defined CBM as the logic of how a
business creates, delivers and captures value within closed circuits, and Frischammar and
Parida [82] adds to create, capture and deliver value to increase resource efficiency though
innovation. In the dimension of CBM, it is considered that there are three main conceptual
areas that emerge in literature: value creation, value transfer and value capture [11,30].
It is possible to use these dimensions as locations from which to make decisions and act,
as implemented by the company in its definition and execution of its CBM [11,68,70,83].
The identification of these dimensions has become a requirement for the debate on a
company’s adoption of the circular economy [84], as the economic sustainability of a circular
business model is not secondary to the environmental one [11], even though companies are
called to satisfy the expected value of all their stakeholders [18]. Secundo et al. [85] and
Wamba et al. [86] points to the fact that the dimension of value is not only economic
but also intangible and nonmonetary. Lewandowski [84] and Ranta et al. [11] noted that
value creation in CBMs is associated with the “maintenance of products and processes, the
combination of resources and materials and purchasing upcycled waste, the total recycling
of resources, the dematerialisation of products and on-demand production processes”.
The National Confederation of Industry [87] argued that innovation in CBM may
facilitate the transition to CE; however, the use of indicators to measure circularity performance is not part of common practice in companies [88]. Rossi et al. [39] mentioned that
the majority of studies involving specific circular economy indicators focused on end of life
strategies [89–91] and eco-efficiency [92], instead of economic [93,94], environmental [95]
and social indicators [96]. Pieroni et al. [15] proposed that the there is a need for indicators
to assess different business models economically, environmentally and socially in a way
that will fill the gaps.
Most of the literature, particularly in managerial journals, has focused on CE in firms’
business models and on definition and taxonomies aimed at understanding the dynamics
of value creation and capture in CBMs [45,63,85]. Regarding the competitiveness of firms
and everchanging scenarios, the focus on business models, inspired by sustainability, which
includes environmental and social responsibility [26], requires these firms to alter their
value network. These value networks include organizational structure, relationship with
supply chain partners, and the value proposition focused on the customer to design business models that put the circular economy into practice [97]; however, the current literature
fails to explain in depth how companies can design their business models according to
circular economy principles [98].
5. Methodology
Scoping reviews are used to map key concepts that underpin a field of research, as
well as clarify working definitions, and/or the conceptual boundaries of a topic [99]. In
the case of this study, a scoping review was conducted to ascertain the literature available
at the intersection of business models, circular economies and sustainability, to be able to
determine the characteristics a BM should embrace to facilitate the circular waste economy.
It was found that the three most common reasons for conducting a scoping review
were to explore the breadth and content of literature, map and summarize the evidence, and
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inform future research [100]. According to Munn et al. [101], the indications of a scoping
review are as follows:

•
•
•
•
•
•

As a precursor to a systematic review;
To identify the types of available evidence given in a field;
To identify and analyze knowledge gaps;
To clarify key concepts/definitions in the literature;
To examine how research is conducted on a certain topic/field;
To identify key characteristics or factors related to the concept.

Tricco et al. [100] noted that scoping reviews are useful for examining evidence when
it is still unclear what other, more specific, questions can be posed for evidence synthesis
and to be valuably addressed. This scoping review was conducted with the objectives,
inclusion criteria, and methods of analysis that were specified and documented in advance
of the study guide of the project. According to Peters et al. [102], a search needs to be
conducted on at least two online databases, on the relevant topic or topics of research, and
include an analysis of the text words of the titles and abstracts of the retrieved papers. Once
the research questions were formulated and the criteria decided on, a research protocol
was formulated.
Search Strategy
The three databases that yielded results, based on the search criteria, were the EbscoHost, Web of Science and Scopus search engines where the fifty-six (56) articles were
retrieved. The search criteria used was as follows:
1
2
3

EbscoHost, Emerald (eJournals Premier), Scopus and Web of Science search engines
Search engine criteria: Circular economy AND Sustainability AND Business models
within the title.
Year: 2015–2020

The result of the initial search was fifty-six (56) articles and all the abstracts were read
and checked for the key words of sustainability, business models and circular economy.
After the exercise was completed, there were three (3) articles remaining that fulfilled
the criteria and research protocol established at the beginning of the process. The final
articles used in the research were three (3) articles that all met the criteria of BMs, CE, and
Sustainability in the: (1) titles and (2) abstracts. Five out of the six articles retrieved were
from Elsevier Publishing House, with only one article from Wiley.
6. Results
6.1. Characteristics of Included Studies
Of the six papers that were used in this scoping review, which fulfilled the search
criteria, five articles were in the northern hemisphere with four of the five in mainland
Europe, one from the Middle East and the sixth article from Brazil.
6.2. Review Findings
Based on the indication of a scoping review given by Munn et al. [101], mentioned
earlier, the researchers’ findings are within the themes: (1) the types of available evidence
given in a field and (2) to examine how research is conducted on a certain field or topic.
Theme 1: Limited empirical research.
From the scoping review it is clear that there is limited literature available that considers the intersection between business models, circular economy and sustainability, and
that most (2 out of the 3) of the literature found were systematic reviews. Therefore, the
research conducted was based on systematic reviews, with only one (1) article documenting
evidence of empirical research, mixed methods designs, being conducted. Refer to Table 1
which gives a summary of the finding of the scoping review search criteria.

Sustainability 2022, 14, 3687

9 of 14

Table 1. Search Criteria Results.
Author/Year

Title

Pieroni, M., McAloone,
T., Pigosso, D.
(2019)

Business model innovation
for circular economy and
sustainability: A review
approach.

Rossi, E., Bertassini, A.,
dos Santos Ferreira, C.,
Neves do Amaral, W.,
Ometto, A.
(2020)

Circular economy indicators
for organisations considering
sustainability and business
models: Plastic, textile and
electro-electric.

Hoffmann, F. (2019)

Circular business models:
Business approach as a
driver or obstructer of
sustainability transition?

Country

Aims

Design

Denmark

The paper aimed to review
business model innovation for a
circular economy and/or
sustainable principles.

A systematic
review

Brazil

The authors developed a set of
indicators linking circular
economy principles, circular
business models and the pillars
of sustainability which were
tested at three Brazilian
companies each with different
circular business models.

An empirical
research article
(mixed methods)

Germany

Understanding the concept of
circular business models and
whether it can contribute to
economic transition toward
sustainability.

A systematic
review

The scoping review found the lack of empirical research being conducted on
the interaction/intersection using the pillars of sustainability, as mentioned by
Korhonen et al. [10]. It can, then, be said that two of the concepts (business models,
circular economy) require the elements of sustainability. As part of the transition to embed
this relationship, sustainable products, services, business models and organizations emerge,
partly complementing and partly substituting existing ones [103]. Ghisellini et al. [2] emphasizes that the circular economy, in its holistic approach, accelerates deep social change
and argues that it has the potential to understand and implement a radical new pattern and
social reach, which increases sustainability and wellbeing at low, or no, material, energy
and environmental costs.
To further support the lack of evidence at the intersection of business models, circular economy, and sustainability, it was found that the topic is conceptual and in its
infancy stage, as it finds itself in many articles, rather than being researched within the
same article(s). For example, the extension of the literature on BMs through conceptual
methodological frameworks have aimed to overcome the limitations linked to the design
of business models of multiple cycles [84]; integration of 3R (reduce, reuse and recycle)
into the BM [11]; to define drivers of sustainable value by leveraging value networks
and organizational perspectives [68]; to identify new key performance indicators and two
additional blocks (take back system and adoption factors) into the classical representation
of a BM canvas [52,85]; and to access and explain the different degrees of circularity in
BMs [30].
The focus of business models was based on businesses outside of the waste economy;
however, there has been little or no focus on the business models for the waste value chain
that impact the waste economy. Hoffmann [37] iterates that the scope, predefined system
boundaries and time scales determine whether an observed BM is linear or not. Therefore,
there needs to be a consideration for the inclusion of businesses and companies impacting
the waste economy, not necessarily part of the waste economy, as part of the system that
will provide answers to achieving circularity.
7. Discussion
As the world’s population is growing steadily and the dependency on natural resources is increasing, governments, environmentalists, and businesses are becoming aware
of the need to preserve these limited natural resources. Sustainability transitions are multidimensional, long term, and fundamental change processes through which established
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societal cultures, structures and practices shift to more sustainable ones that arise from
the co-evolution between an economy, society and the environment [104,105]. The need
to ensure sustainability and to ensure a better life for future generations have become the
focus. The linear economy, designed to gain the most economic benefit, is no longer viable
to ensure sustainability for future generations [15]. More is required than just economic
gain. The preservation of “spaceship Earth,” as introduced by Boulding [1], has taken
center stage. To increase the lifecycle of products has become paramount, which will have
a benefit not only economically but also socially and environmentally. Therefore, to ensure
sustainability, researchers, governments, and many others have looked toward what are
considered to be the building blocks of our existence, a balancing act between economic,
society and the environment [37]. From the economic perspective, business models are
considered to be the driver behind how value is created, delivered and captured, in order
to enjoy economic benefit [12].
The environmental perspective considers not only the depletion of natural resources
but also the managing of waste after use, which is also detrimental to our planet, the effects
of which we have been experiencing over the last few decades. Pearce and Turner [22]
emphasize that nature functions as a resource supplier for production and consumption
(inputs), as a sink for anthropogenic emissions, as well as a source of deeper feelings “to
be in the world” in the form of aesthetic enjoyment and spiritual comfort. Society finds
itself at the center of it all, as it is society that benefits economically; however, it will also
experience the brunt of behavior that leads to environmental degradation [17].
The articles found as a result of the search criteria include a majority that is based in
first world, northern hemisphere, countries where a sophisticated waste economy is in
place and the further development or enhancement of a circular economy is not far off in
the future, which is not the case in many third world countries. The participation of society
in the waste economy is more advanced than what is found in third world countries, which
poses the problem of the inclusion of society as a major factor in the success of working
towards circularity. The integration of labor, generally large amounts within third world
countries, needs to be considered instead of the implementation of technology en masse.
Third world countries are struggling with high unemployment rates and small business
development more than first world countries, therefore, consideration needs to be made
for these factors too.
8. Conclusions and Recommendations of Study
Environmental degradation due to waste has reached critical levels and will continue
to increase if nothing is being done about it. As mentioned earlier, this will have an impact
on society that, in turn, will affect businesses; therefore, it cannot be solved by a conceptual
or paper exercise but, rather, be driven by concrete solutions and the implementation of
tangibles that need to be monitored.
To find the “sweet spot” and balance between economic, societal and environmental
pillars within business models will result in and give impetus to circularity; there is a need
to consider the context within which it will operate. Thus, the process towards circularity
should occur at three levels, namely, societal, economic and environmental (role players
and stakeholders).
Based on the findings of the scoping review, it is recommended for future research, as
a first step, to depict the various value chains within a specific waste economy. Once the
value chains are depicted, the next step in the process is to unpack the business models
being employed by businesses in those (depicted) value chains by using, for example, the
business model canvas [52]. The business model canvas allows the researcher to understand
the value creation, value capture and delivery of value of the businesses. This would yield
results that will identify and highlight the gaps within the business and value chain itself. It
will also highlight employment and business creation opportunities, and shed light on the
types of business models in use. Using the models and frameworks of circularity guided
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by the pillars of sustainability, the business models will organically fit into the value chain,
thus allowing for circularity within the waste economy.
When these exercises are completed, the researcher(s) will have a clear understanding
of what needs to happen for the waste economy to become circular. With this in mind the
researcher(s) will need to keep Korhonen et al. [12]’s sustainability pillars (social, economic
and environmental factors) at the forefront of their minds when dealing with business
models and the circular economy. Success in moving towards or creating a circular economy
is to build the pillars of sustainability into the elements of circular economy and business
models. As mentioned, this is the first step in a series of planned research based on the
findings of this scoping review.
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