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AGENDA

2

Background
Rationale, Research Design, Methodology

Wrap-Up
What’s next?

My ESR Journey: A Process-centric Walkthrough
Start-ups, Incumbents, Actor Engagement, and 
Beyond



FRAMING THE BUSINESS 
MODEL CONCEPT WITHIN A 

CIRCULAR ECONOMY 
TRANSITION



GETTING TO A 
CIRCULAR 

ECONOMY IS A 
SUSTAINABILITY 

TRANSITION

4 07-Aug-23



BUSINESSES ARE POWERFUL GEARS IN 
ANY TRANSITION
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TO CHANGE BUSINESSES, 
WE MUST CHANGE THEIR 
UNDERLYING LOGIC: 
THEIR BUSINESS MODELS
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CIRCULAR 
BUSINESS MODELS 
(CBM)

Circular business model strategies, 

developed from Bocken et al. 

(2016) and Geissdoerfer et al. 

(2018a, b) in (Geissdoerfer et al., 

2020)
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CIRCULAR 
BUSINESS MODEL 
INNOVATION (CBMI)

Four types of circular business 

model innovation, developed from 

Geissdoerfer et al. (2018a, b) in 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2020)
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RESEARCH QUESTION
HOW CAN BUSINESSES BE EMPOWERED TO ADOPT AND IMPLEMENT 

CIRCULAR BUSINESS MODELS?
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WHAT KIND OF DATA DO I USUALLY COLLECT?

FIELD NOTES

Observations, 

participation at events & 

meetings, and informal 

conversations

INTERVIEWS

~of start-up founders as 

well as managers, 

directors, and executives 

at large incumbents

SECONDARY DATA

Academic and gray 

literature, popular press 

articles, websites, etc.
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END PART OF YEAR 1
INITIAL IDEA FOR  

RESEARCH ON CIRCULAR 
BUSINESS MODELS: 

DEVELOP PROPOSITIONS 
FROM LITERATURE & 

PRACTICE



INITIAL IDEA: INVESTIGATE BARRIERS TO CIRCULAR BUSINESS 

MODEL DESIGN TO CREATE PROPOSITIONS FOR FUTURE BUSINESS

Barriers from Literature

(via Literature Review)
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Design Principles from Practice

(via Interviews)

Propositions for Designing

Circular Business Models



1ST HALF OF YEAR 2
OPPORTUNITY ARISES: 

JOINT DATA GATHERING 
ON START-UPS AT A 

CIRCULARITY HUB





Design Principles from Practice

(via Interviews)
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EVOLVING IDEA: BARRIERS & SUCCESS FACTORS FOR CIRCULAR 

START-UPS’ BUSINESS MODEL IMPLEMENTATION

Success factors to CBM implementation

(Replaces propositions for CBM design)

Empirical Data Collection: Interviews

 Business models of circular start-

ups

 Barriers to Design

Implementation

 Design Principles→ Success 

Factors to overcome Barriers

Qualitative Data Analysis

 Transcription

 First Cycle Coding & 

Double Coding

 Second Cycle Coding & 

Thematic Analysis

Submission

 Main contribution: 
contextualized barriers for 
circular start-ups in plastics; 
success factors for 
overcoming such barriers; 
broader implications calling 
for a multi-stakeholder view 
of business models



2ND HALF OF YEAR 2
ANOTHER OPPORTUNITY: 

COLLABORATION WITH 
MORE EXPERIENCED 

RESEARCHERS TO 
VALORIZE PRIOR 

LITERATURE REVIEW



Background
The transition to a circular model, is not easy and 
includes a high degree of uncertainty — not in the 
least because of the large number of actors that 
need to be engaged (Köhler et al. 2019)

The financial and circular potential of new business 
models like CBMs can only emerge when multiple 
actors simultaneously embrace CBMs.

Research question: how can we boost actors' 
circular economy engagement (CEE)?

CEE: the disposition or state of actors to 
embrace CBMs with behavioral and non-
behavioral manifestations



EVOLVING IDEA: BARRIERS TO CIRCULAR BUSINESS MODELS AS 

SITES FOR UNDERSTANDING ACTOR ENGAGEMENT

Barriers from Literature

(from my own literature 

review from Year 1)
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Abductive Analysis

 Re-run literature review 

based on new set of 

keywords and more 

updated database of 

articles

 Qualitative data analysis

More barriers from 

literature

(from literature reviews 

of co-authors)

Submission

 Main contribution: concept of 

‘circular economy 

engagement’; framework 

showing practices to achieve 

this in terms of motivation, 

opportunity, and ability



CEE FRAMEWORK

Verleye, K., De Keyser, A., Raassens, N., Alblas, A. A., Lit, F. C., & Huijben, J. C. C. M. (2023). Pushing Forward the Transition to a 

Circular Economy by Adopting an Actor Engagement Lens. Journal of Service Research, 0(0). 

https://doi.org/10.1177/10946705231175937 



Confidential - External Collaboration

1ST HALF OF YEAR 3
SECONDMENT AT DOW: 

INDUSTRY VIEW OF CE + 
SUBMISSION OF STARTUP 

BARRIERS PAPER + 
REVISION OF ACTOR 

ENGAGEMENT PAPER 



Confidential - External Collaboration

2ND HALF OF YEAR 3
SECONDMENT AT UGENT; 

REVISION OF PAPER ON 
START-UPS; 

PUBLICATION OF PAPER 
ON ACTOR ENGAGEMENT



Confidential - External Collaboration

WRAP UP
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Start-ups

Barriers & success factors for 

business model 

implementation

Incumbents

Dynamic capabilities for 

collaborative business 

modelling

FIRM-LEVEL VIEW: WHAT CAN A FIRM DO ON ITS OWN TO BE ‘MORE CIRCULAR’?

Theorized Interaction: Co-evolutionary 

dynamic for transforming entire 

industries toward greater 

sustainability 

(Hockerts & Wustenhagen, 2010; 

Schaltegger et al., 2016; Henry et al., 

2022)
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Start-ups

Barriers & success factors for 

business model 

implementation

Incumbents

Dynamic capabilities for 

collaborative business 

modelling

FIRM-LEVEL VIEW: WHAT CAN A FIRM DO ON ITS OWN TO BE ‘MORE CIRCULAR’?

Theorized Interaction: Co-evolutionary 

dynamic for transforming entire 

industries toward greater 

sustainability 

(Hockerts & Wustenhagen, 2010; 

Schaltegger et al., 2016; Henry et al., 

2022)

Plastics value chain

How do we bring them into a 

collaborative business model?

Broader ecosystems & regime: governmental bodies, 

institutions, policy, accelerators, other interest groups

How can they support businesses better? And how can 

businesses exert stronger influence over them?

ACTOR ENGAGEMENT VIEW: different actors must 

activate each other’s motivation, opportunity, and ability
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Start-ups

Barriers & success factors for 

business model 

implementation

Incumbents

Dynamic capabilities for 

collaborative business 

modelling

FIRM-LEVEL VIEW: WHAT CAN A FIRM DO ON ITS OWN TO BE ‘MORE CIRCULAR’?

Theorized Interaction: Co-evolutionary 

dynamic for transforming entire 

industries toward greater 

sustainability 

(Hockerts & Wustenhagen, 2010; 

Schaltegger et al., 2016; Henry et al., 

2022)

MESO/MACRO VIEW: START-UPS AND INCUMBENTS DON’T SEEM TO ACHIEVE THE PREVIOUSLY-THEORIZED 

SUSTAINABILITY TRANSFORMATION OF INDUSTRIES. FOR A CIRCULAR TRANSFORMATION, WHAT ELEMENTS ARE 

MISSING? HOW CAN WE HELP START-UPS AND INCUMBENTS TO BE MORE INNOVATIVE AND RADICAL? IS A 

BROADER VIEW OF THE BUSINESS MODEL NECESSARY?

Plastics value chain

How do we bring them into a 

collaborative business model?

Broader ecosystems & regime: governmental bodies, 

institutions, policy, accelerators, other interest groups

How can they support businesses better? And how can 

businesses exert stronger influence over them?

ACTOR ENGAGEMENT VIEW: different actors must 

activate each other’s motivation, opportunity, and ability



Confidential - External Collaboration

THANK YOU

Fernando Lit - ESR 5

f.c.lit@tue.nl / 

fernando.lit@ugent.be

www.c-planet.eu
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