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Abstract: 

 

There’s increasing evidence that activities from humans are affecting the earth system to a degree that is crossing the 

planetary boundaries. During the last decade, Circular Economy has gained attention from both academia, companies, 

and policymakers and is seen as one way to address economical and sustainability issues. A circular transition requires 

the implementation of innovative business models, but the uptake of circular business models is still slow. In Sweden, 

99,9% of all companies are classified as small and medium-sized enterprises. Those companies play an important role 

in the circular transition, but the process is however slow due to internal factors like lack of resources and competencies 

alongside other barriers like regulations, market, and lack of support. Despite a lot happening in the field of circular 

transition for small and medium-sized enterprises, there's still little research focused on the ongoing state of circular 

economy in practice. In this exploratory study, semi-structured interviews have been used to explore the ongoing state 

in Sweden. The aim of the study is to explore how intermediaries are supporting small and medium-sized enterprises 

with adopting CE in Sweden and what kind of challenges and opportunities the intermediaries have experienced along 

the circular transition process. The results show that we should go beyond the general drivers and barriers for adopting 

a circular economy. The challenging barriers might not be a lack of resources and regulations, it might be the lack of 

awareness and interest from companies themselves. What became clear during the interview study was that the 
environmental benefits of adopting circular economy is not the driving force but rather a result of adopting circular 

economy. The motivation in the first place for adopting circular economy is that it can create a better and a smarter 

business. There was a consensus among the intermediaries that when one is workings with companies, one must 

highlight the business values of a circular economy: profitability, resource efficiency, loyal customers, etc. If companies 

don’t see the opportunities and benefits of adopting circular economy, they won’t prioritize and allocate resources for 

it. The complexity of a circular transition also requires collaboration on different levels: between companies, regions, 

business developers, municipalities, research institutes, policy developers, etc. To enable the overall collaboration, 

there’s a need for a comprehensive facilitator or coordinator on different levels (national, regional, and local) that can 

unify the national transition.  
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Summary: There’s increasing evidence that today’s way of producing and consuming is unsustainable. Circular 

Economy has lately gained attention from both academia, companies, and policymakers and is seen as one way to 

address economical and sustainability issues. A circular transition requires the implementation of innovative business 

models but the uptake of circular business models is still fairly slow. In Sweden, 99,9% of all companies are classified 

as small and medium-sized enterprises. Those companies play an important role in the circular transition, but the process 

is however slow due to internal factors like lack of resources and competencies alongside other barriers like regulations, 

market, and lack of support. Despite a lot happening in the field of circular transition for small and medium-sized 

enterprises, there's little research focused on the ongoing state of circular economy in practice. The aim of the study is 

to explore how actors who help companies are supporting small and medium-sized companies with adopting circular 

economy in Sweden and what kind of challenges and opportunities they have experienced along the circular transition 

process. The results show that we should go beyond the general drivers and barriers for adopting a circular economy. 

The challenging barriers might not a be lack of resources and regulations, it might be the lack of awareness and interest 

from companies themselves. What became clear during the interview study was that the environmental benefits of 

adopting circular economy is not the driving force for companies, but rather a result of the circular transition. The 

motivation in the first place for adopting circular economy is that it can create a better and smarter business. The actors 

who support companies with adopting circular economy therefore agreed that when one is inspiring or working with a 

company one must highlight the business values of a circular economy: profitability, resource efficiency, loyal 

customers, etc. If companies don’t see the opportunities and benefits of adopting circular economy, they won’t prioritize 

and distribute resources for it.  The complexity of a circular transition also requires collaboration on different levels: 

between companies, regions, business developers, municipalities, research institutes, policy developers, etc. To enable 

the overall collaboration, there’s a need for a comprehensive facilitator or coordinator on different levels (national, 

regional, and local) that can unify the national transition.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

With a growing global population and increased industrial activities, we are putting more pressure 

on the natural environment. There’s increasing evidence that activities from humans are affecting the 

earth system to a degree that is crossing the planetary boundaries (Steffen et al., 2015). During th e 

last decade, circular economy (CE) has gained attention from both academia, companies and 

policymakers and is seen as one way to address economical and sustainability issues (Geissdoerfer 

et al., 2017; Bocken et al., 2016). There are several different definitions of CE, but a widely accepted 

one is presented by Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2013, p.7), where CE is defined as "an industrial 

system that is restorative or regenerative by intention and design" . In a circular economy, the 

economic system is shifted from a linear to a circular system where the 'end-of-life' concept is 

replaced with restoration and elimination of waste (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013). Since 

stakeholders nowadays are pursuing stricter goals related to the use of finite resources and climate 

change, Birgovan et al. (2022) underline that the discussion of circular business models (CBM) is 

more relevant than ever. If companies want to meet society’s demand for long-term sustainable 

practices, adaptation to CE is therefore a manner of survival for companies (Birgovan et al., 2022). 

A circular transition requires the implementation of innovative business models but the uptake of 

CBMs is still slow (Frishammar & Parida, 2019). To provide companies with effective support for 

transitioning toward a CBM, more research on relevant tools and methods is needed (Bocken, Trupeit, 

Whalen & Nußholz, 2019).  

1.1.1. The Role of the EU 

In 2015, the EU adopted its first circular economy action plan, which was later updated in March 

2020 (European Commission, 2020a). The CE action plan is a big part of The European Green Deal, 

where CE is a key factor that supports the transition toward sustainable growth (Rizos et al., 2021). 

The purpose of the EU Circular Economy Policy is to reduce the negative impact that economic 

activities have on the environment and health. By effectively using natural resources and conserving 

the value of materials through circular thinking, the aspiration is to contribute to lower industrial 

emissions and climate mitigation and to achieve some of the sustainable development goals (SDGs) 

(European Commission, 2019). 

In Europe, there are 25 million small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that employ 100 million 

people and account for more than half of the GDP of Europe (European Commission, 2020b). One 

of the three pillars of the EU’s 'SME strategy for a sustainable and digital Europe’ is "Capacity-

building and support for the transition to sustainability and digitalization" (European Commission, 

2020b). It’s highlighted that many SMEs are committed to contributing to CE and sustainable 

development, but that they face several challenges with complex administrative and legal procedures 

while trying to become more resource efficient through a sustainable business model (European 

Commission, 2020b). Since SMEs represent most businesses in the EU, it's highly encouraged by the 

circular economy package that SMEs adopt to CE activities (Katz-Gerro & López Sintas, 2019), and 

it’s therefore important to offer business support to SMEs. In the European Commission's ‘Support 

to Circular Economy Financing’, the Expert Group recommends implementing projects that can train 

workers in CE and recommends that companies should use external advisory services to increase the 

companies' internal resources on how to implement CE practices (European Commission, 2019).  

1.1.2. The Role of SMEs 

It’s not only international institutions and governmental agencies that acknowledge a need for 

circular transition among SMEs. Large organizations that have adopted CE, are now encouraging , or 

demanding their suppliers to do the same (Dey et al. 2020), which puts a demand and pressure on 
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SMEs to adopt CE. The transition process is however slow for SMEs due to internal factors like lack 

of resources, capabilities, and competencies and external factors like technological development, 

stakeholders, public policies, and market conditions (Dey et al. 2020). To move a SME towards CE 

practices can be challenging since it can implicate both changing one's business model and exploring 

new ways to create and deliver value alongside several barriers (Ghisetti & Montresor, 2019). 

Barriers for implementing CBM for SMEs are for example policies, regulations, financial and 

economic factors, supply chain issues, customer preferences and technological factors. For a smaller 

company, it can also be challenging to establish a circular process alongside competition from bigger 

companies that have lower production costs (Rizos et al., 2021). Innovations like adopting CE are 

complex processes and it’s therefore important to offer business support to companies, especially 

practical support, for implementing CE (Velenturf et al., 2019). Intermediaries are actors who can 

offer business support for innovation processes. An intermediary is defined as an “organization or 

body that acts as an agent or broker in any aspect of the innovation process between two or more 

parties” (Howell, 2006, p. 720) and offers customized and generic activities to support a company's 

innovation process (Kanda et al., 2018). Even though around 90% of the world's companies are 

classified as SMEs, research that is focused on CE practices and adoption in SMEs is still limited 

(Dey et al., 2020). 

1.1.3. The Swedish Context 

Sweden's Circular Economy Strategy was published in 2020. The strategy highlights the importance 

of governmental agencies, municipalities, and the business sector when it comes to leading the 

circular transition. SMEs and large companies' role are to develop circular business models, new 

solutions, and technologies that enable a circular transition (Regeringskansliet, 2021). The 

Delegation of Circular Economy was founded by the Swedish Government in 2018 to support the 

circular transition in Sweden. One of the expert groups within the Delegation of Circular Economy 

has published a report called "Policy instruments for SMEs circular transition'' with several 

suggestions on policy instruments and interventions that can enable a circular transition for SMEs 

(The Delegation of Circular Economy, 2022a). “Training, competence and tools" is one of the ten 

suggested policy instruments, and “educating consultants, experts and coaches” is also a suggested 

element for policy instruments related to support functions and business models. The report 

highlights the importance of business support and that actors’ who support SMEs  need to have a 

broad understanding of CE to support SMEs circular transition (The Delegation of Circular Economy, 

2022a). Bocken et al. (2016) highlight that design strategies and business models go hand in hand 

when transforming to CE and that it’s therefore a need for different tools, approaches and methods 

that support the transition. 99,9% of all companies in Sweden are classified as SME (Svenskt 

Näringsliv, 2022), which amplifies why SMEs play a big role in the circular transition and why it’s 

important to support them in adopting CE. SMEs also play a central role in accelerating the circular 

transition in Sweden because of their flexibility and their ability to quickly adapt their business model 

according to the changing work industry (The Delegation of Circular Economy, 2022b). 

1.2. Problem Formulation and Purpose 
 

Despite a lot happening in the field of circular transition for SMEs, there's little research focused on 

the ongoing state of CE in practice and there are also few studies that holistically faci litate CE 

implementation and how to overcome challenges within SMEs (Dey et al., 2020). A circular transition 

requires new ways of creating value through a circular business model. Yet, there’s still a gap in how 

to practically implement such an innovation process. Frishammar and Parida (2019) highlight that 

the understanding of how to successfully transform a linear business model to a circular business 

model is still limited and that there's a need for a holistic understanding of how a company's business 

ecosystem, processes, opportunities, and risks influence the transformation potential. Thus, there is 

limited research on these issues, and since there seems to be no research on these issues in a Swedish 

context, it is therefore out of interest to explore how SMEs in Sweden are receiving support for 

adopting CE. This will be done through an exploratory study focusing on the perspectives of 
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intermediaries, i.e., actors who have supported SMEs with adopting CE. The actors who have 

supported SMEs with adopting CE, further called intermediaries, have done it in various forms (e.g., 

Through workshops, support programs, pilot projects, networking platforms, lectures, individual 

coaching, etc.). Through interviews, I will explore the intermediaries’ experiences when helping 

SMEs in their transition towards CE and their insights on the current state of adopting CE among 

SMEs in Sweden. 

1.3. Aim and Research Questions 

The aim of the study is to explore how intermediaries are supporting SMEs with adopting CE in 

Sweden and what kind of challenges and opportunities the intermediaries have experienced along the 

circular transition process. To guide the research process, the following research questions have 

been outlined:  

• What kind of drivers and barriers can SMEs experience when transitioning to a CE strategy?  

• What kind of knowledge, capabilities and competencies are required for SMEs in order to 

adopt CE? 

• How can different support activities help SMEs toward a circular transition? 

By understanding intermediaries’ experiences with circular transitions - The idea is to get a general 

understanding of the circular transition among SMEs in Sweden and how it could be accelerated. 

This study will hopefully be a practical thesis that also contributes to more solution-oriented research 

for CE transition, which - according to Velenturf and Jopson (2019) - is a desirable shift in research 

focus. The first RQ will be answered by the literature review triangulated with interviews to get a 

broader understanding of the question and to compare theory with practice. The other RQs will 

mainly be answered by interviews with support from the literature review.  
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2. Method 

2.1. Research Design 

Qualitative research is a suitable approach for investigating social reality (Bryman, 20 16). To fulfill 

the purpose of this thesis, an exploratory study was conducted. The topic of this thesis investigates 

SMEs adoption to CE and how different actors have supported SMEs transition. Since CE and the 

circular transition is an area under development and since theory background and variables are yet 

unknown, a qualitative and exploratory study was an appropriate approach to explore the 

phenomenon. Since exploratory research enables one to explore and gain insights about a topic where 

the precise nature of the problem is uncertain and since it allows flexibility and adaptability to change 

direction depending on results and insights (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012), this was a suitable 

approach for this study. This thesis started from a broader starting point where the focus was to 

explore intermediaries and their experiences with circular transition in Sweden. The development of 

the thesis started from an empirical problem where non-academic sources such as news articles, non-

peer reviewed reports, national and international strategies for SMEs circular transition highlighted 

the importance of SMEs being an important part of the adoption of CE. The sources emphasized that 

SMEs need support since they usually lack resources, competencies, and knowledge to adopt CE. A 

theoretical problem was later also associated with this phenomenon. Research and studies about 

circular transition overall are limited, moreover, studies on SMEs adopting CE and the practical 

implementation of CE are limited. Having an exploratory approach, made it possible to be open, 

flexible, and adaptable while still focusing on the chosen topic.  

 

Figure 1. Process of the study inspired by Bryman's (2016) description of qualitative study. 

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis 

By doing a qualitative study with an explorative approach, a literature study was conducted to 

investigate previous research related to CE and what the barriers  and drivers were for a circular 

transition in general and for SMEs. Triangulation of sources was used through both literature review 

and interviews where different perspectives, both critical and non-critical were explored. As a second 

step after exploring previous studies, a semi-structured interview guide (see Appendix B) was 

developed, which was slightly adjusted after feedback from a pre-study. To identify a relevant focus 

on the topic and to ensure high quality in the empirical data, a pre-study was conducted with a circular 

transition expert at a Research Institution. The purpose was to get a broader understanding of the 

topic and the current state in Sweden alongside trying the relevance and quality of the interview 

guide. Since the empirical data from the pre-study remained relevant and only a few questions were 

adjusted afterward, the pre-study interview was included in the interview study. In total, nine 

interviews were held with ten respondents and the gathered data was rich and nuanced with both 

similar and varied perspectives and arguments. 
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Figure 2. Overview of respondents. 

A prerequisite for the interview object was that the actor had experience with either educating, 

coaching, consulting, facilitating, or supporting SMEs with CE. The respondents’ experiences could 

therefore be both from a generalist and specialist point of view, e.g., those who work with business 

development, product development, design, inspirational and motivational seminars, creating  

platforms, networks, and partnerships, etc. Google research was made in order to find relevant actors 

who have participated in projects and activities related to CE. All respondents were positive about 

the topic of this thesis and were therefore willing to participate, only two out of twelve people turned 

down the interview. Several of the later interview objects were recommended by the earlier contacted 

persons. Bryman (2016) describes this type of selection as snowball sampling, and it allowed me to 

get in contact with relevant and experienced actors. 

The reason for focusing on the perspective of intermediaries is because those actors have seen and 

experienced different kinds of companies' experiences when it comes to CE activities. Business 

support actors might also have a broader perspective on CE activities since they can compare and 

evaluate similarities and differences between companies and different forms of support activities 

(coaching, workshop, lecture, network, support program, course). They might also have a holistic 

view of what has worked in the past, what opportunities for improvements there are and what’s 

missing regarding accelerating the transition. A qualitative interview allows some flexibility and 

enables the interviewer to ask follow-up questions (Bryman, 2016), which was favorable for this 

study since the Respondents had different backgrounds and different types of ways on how they’ve 

been supporting SMEs. Semi-structured interviews were done with intermediaries who work with 

circular transition in practice. By using semi-structured interviews with a few themes and broad 

questions, it allowed me to explore the actors' experiences with circular transition from their own 

context depending on whether they had flexible or fixed roles and whether they had a more general 

or expert view on CE.  

The process and the analysis of the study has been an iterative process with reformulating RQs, 

exploring new theories and collecting more data (see Figure 1). It started with an overview of CE 

literature and literature on circular business models and drivers and barriers for adopting CE. 

Throughout the interview process, concepts related to companies’ internal organization, change 

management, and innovation and transformation processes became of greater importance. Theories 

related to change management and innovation adoption phases were later incorporated into the 

conceptual framework. After every interview, the most essential key take-aways were documented, 

which Bryman (2016) recommends for supporting the analysis process of the interview transcriptions. 

The process of analyzing and identifying themes started already alongside conducting the interviews. 

Reading all the transcriptions made it possible to get a good overview of the respondents' answers 

and different key categories were noted. The RQs and the conceptual framework (see Figure 10) were 

always kept in mind when highlighting and categorizing the themes.  As Bryman (2016) highlights, 

one of the challenges with qualitative research is understanding and interpreting another person’s 

point of view. 
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2.3. Limitations 

One limitation of this study is that it only focuses on the perspectives of intermediaries, meaning that 

the experienced results and effects from support activities from a company perspective are not 

addressed. Another limitation is connected to the definition of a SME, where such a company can 

have everything between 1-250 employees; the conditions, challenges, and opportunities can vary 

depending on if a company has 10, 50, 100, or 200 employees. A third limitation with studying how 

intermediaries support SMEs in adopting CE is that such activities could be classified as CE but 

instead framed for example as environmental product development, resource efficiency, 

digitalization, eco-innovation, sustainable business models, etc. A prerequisite for the interview 

study was that the actor should focus on CE, which could therefore have limited the selection of 

respondents. A fourth limitation is that this study is focusing on general perspectives of a circular 

transition for CE, meaning that different sectors and industries’ specific barriers and drivers are not 

being elaborated on. A fifth limitation is that only 10 respondents have been interviewed, if there 

would’ve been more time, several respondents would’ve been interviewed.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 

3. Literature Review 

3.1. Circular Economy 

Circular economy as a concept is not entirely new but during the last decade, it has gained attention 

from both academia, companies, and policymakers. The circular economy is for example seen as a 

way to address sustainability and economical issues and today it’s influencing both governments and 

intergovernmental agencies (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The CE is not a new idea itself. Other 

concepts that have been used earlier, with similar content, are for example ecological economics, 

cradle to cradle, industrial ecology, industrial symbiosis, and performance economy (Corvellec, 

Stowell & Johansson, 2022; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The narrative of CE brings enthusiasm and is 

framed as an approach that can solve several issues at once by decoupling the use of resources and 

the environmental impact from economic growth (Lazarevic & Valve, 2017). CE is not rejecting 

economic growth, but it sets limits to human exploitation of resources and is thus seen as a globally 

accepted solution that can prevent pollution, protect the environment, and generate economic 

prosperity (Prieto‐Sandoval, Ormazabal, Jaca & Viles, 2018). 

Even though there's not a clear distinction between the differences between CE and sustainability 

(Corvellec, Stowell & Johansson, 2022; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017), sustainable development as a 

concept is criticized to be too vague and not as implementable for businesses. CE is seen as a strategy 

and a way to achieve sustainable development through a systemic shift (Kirchherr, Reike & Hekkert, 

2017; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). But the critical aspect of the concept of CE should however be 

addressed. Circular economy as a concept has different definitions and means different things to 

different people. This was shown in a study made by Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert (2017) where 

they analyzed 114 different definitions of the concept. The study showed that the CE is most often 

presented as a combination of reduce, reuse and recycle without highlighting the need for a 

fundamental systemic shift. The downside of a trending word is that its meaning become s vague and 

diffuse, and several researchers claim that it's already happening to the CE concept (Kirchherr, Reike 

& Hekkert, 2017). There are different frameworks and principles for working with CE, The European 

Union Waste Framework Directive uses for example The 4R framework (reduce, reuse, recycle, 

recover) (Kirchherr, Reike & Hekkert, 2017). After reviewing 114 CE definitions, Kirchherr, Reike 

and Hekkert (2017, p. 224-225) defines CE as the following: 

“A circular economy describes an economic system that is based on business models which 

replace the ‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, alternatively reusing, recycling and recovering 

materials in production/distribution and consumption processes, thus operating at the micro 

level (products, companies, consumers), meso level (eco-industrial parks) and macro level 

(city, region, nation and beyond), with the aim to accomplish sustainable development, which 

implies creating environmental quality, economic prosperity and social equity, to the benefit 

of current and future generations.” 

Even though the Ellen MacArthur Foundations’ CE systems diagram (also known as the butterfly 

diagram) isn’t a peer-reviewed source, it's an important and accepted organization that has influenced 

the concept of CE (Kirchherr, Reike & Hekkert, 2017). Figure 3 presents the two main cycles in the 

continuous flow of materials in the economy: the technical and the biological cycle. Products in the 

technical cycle never become waste since they're kept in use through reuse, repair, rema nufacture, 

and recycling. In the biological cycle, composting and anaerobic digestion enables nutrients from 

biodegradable materials to regenerate back to land (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019).  
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Figure 3. The CE systems diagram Adapted from the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2019). 
 

The vagueness of the concept of CE and its focus on creating win-win situations and policies can 

result in little critical reflection on trade-offs and issues with leaving the linear economy (Corvellec, 

Stowell & Johansson, 2022). With CE there's also a radical shift in consumer roles - from a consumer 

having ownership to a user of the function (Lazarevic & Valve, 2017). The possibility to develop 

circular material flows is questioned by different academics both regarding environmental and social 

impact, but also on the ideological, practical, and theoretical ground (Corvellec, Stowell & 

Johansson, 2022). There are also different implementation difficulties concerning individual 

consumers, organizations, and policies. A common problem with circular offerings, and green 

offerings in general, is the lack of consumer interest (Lazarevic & Valve, 2017). To prevent the CE 

from dead-ended debates and a collapse, Corvellec, Stowell and Johansson (2022) call for coherence 

and transdisciplinarity with a conceptual coherence concerning CE definitions, implementations , and 

plans. 

3.1.1. Barriers and Drivers for CE 

To get a greater understanding of what companies are facing when adopting CE, an overview of 

barriers and drivers to CE will be presented in this chapter. In recent years, studies have explored 

barriers and drivers for organizations adopting CE (Rizos et al., 2016). The literature on barriers and 

drivers for CE varies in perspective of for example geographical context, size of the company, and 

macro and micro level. In this literature review, I mainly focus on studies concerning SMEs with a 

few complementing studies on supply chain perspectives, circular business models and a broader 

company and international perspective. Tura et al. (2019) also highlight that drivers and barriers  for 

CE are individual and context-specific, meaning that business concepts that have been successful in 

one company may not be successful in another. 

Although earlier studies have researched barriers and drivers for CE, studies about the practical 
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implementation of CE principles are still limited as linear processes are still the norm in businesses 

(Tura et al., 2019).  For example, in the industrial sector, Bianchini, Rossi and Pellegrini (2019) 

highlight that there's a big gap between CE as a discussion and the actual implementation in practice. 

Dey et al.  (2020) also mean that research focused on CE practices related to sustainability 

performance and CE adoption in SMEs is still limited. Different literature streams have identified 

and categorized barriers and drivers in various ways. In this chapter, different authors' takes will be 

introduced and a summary of common drivers and barriers will be presented in Figure 4 and Figure 

5. In Appendix A, examples of drivers and barriers from previous literature are presented. 

In a literature-based framework of circular economy, Tura et al. (2019) identified the following 

categories of barriers and drivers for businesses aiming at CE: environmental, economic, social, 

institutional, technological, informational, supply chain, and organizational factors. Some mentioned 

examples of drivers for CE were reduce negative environmental impacts, cost savings through 

reducing waste and energy cost, possibility for new value creation and increased profits, potential to  

increase workplaces and vitality, supportive funds and subsidies, increased information sharing 

through platforms, potential of reducing supply dependence, and potential of strengthening company 

brand (Tura et al., 2019). Some examples of  barriers were high costs and lack of financial capability 

and support, lack of tools and methods to measure benefits, lack of social awareness, lack of clear 

incentives, lack of governmental support, lack of information and knowledge, lack of technologies, 

lack of network support and partners, lack of collaboration and resources in supply chain, silo 

thinking and fear of risks, lack of CE knowledge and skills (Tura et al., 2019). Methods and platforms 

for information exchange and collaborations between government, academia, and business play an 

important role to lower the barriers to the development of CE business (Tura et al., 2019). 

Dey et al. (2020, p. 2147) reviewed different authors’ research about barriers connected to adopting 

CE for SMEs and summarizes the barriers as "...lack of financial support, inadequate information 

management system, lack of proper technology, lack of technical resources, lack of financial 

resources, lack of consumer interest in the environment, lack of support from public institutions, lack 

of qualified professionals in environmental management, and lack of commitment on the 

organizational management." Some drivers for adopting CE in SMEs are "...increased image, cost 

reduction, business growth, higher productivity, recovery of environment through reduced CO2 

emission, and greater sustainability." (Dey et al., 2020, p. 2147).  

In a study about barriers for implementing circular business models (CBM) for SMEs, Rizos et al. 

(2021) highlight barriers such as policies, regulations, financial and economical factors, supply chain, 

customer preferences and technological factors. For a smaller company, it can also be challenging to 

establish a circular process alongside competition from a bigger company that has lower production 

costs (Rizos et al., 2021). Russel, Gianoli and Grafakos (2020) on the other hand made a study 

exploring critical factors of barriers and drivers that influence the implementation process of CE 

initiatives. The study showed that five different categories: financial, institutional, policy and 

regulatory, technology and knowledge, and social, made up different critical factors that influenced 

different stages of the implementation process. The analysis also showed the complexity of how 

different critical factors affect each other rather than one factor acting alone (Russel, Gianoli & 

Grafakos, 2020). 

 

Even though previous studies have categorized and named different drivers and barriers for 

implementing CE initiatives or circular business models, many of them are yet similar. In the figures 

below, I’ve summarized previous literature to present a holistic view of barriers and drivers for CE. 

A limitation to the summary in Figure 4 and Figure 5 below is that previous studies have in some 

cases used different categorizations for the same barrier or driver. For example, in one study it’s 

called institutional barriers, and in another one, it’s called governmental barriers , or policy and 

regulatory. Another example is that one study named the category management barriers, and another 

study called the same examples for organizational barriers. To the best that I could, I’ve summarized 

different categories and examples in one shared summary. To see specific studies ’ take on barriers 

and drivers for CE, see Appendix A. 
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Figure 4. Drivers for CE. Own illustration based on different studies on drivers for CE.  

Other studies have analyzed and problematized barriers and drives for CE without presenting specific 

categorizations and examples. For example, Birgovan et al. (2022) acknowledge that even though 

there are several benefits to adopting CE, there might be practical barriers such as uncertainty in 

future consumer demand for green products and technology availability, and problems with 

comparing future benefits with short-term costs. Birgovan et al. (2022) also highlight how the 

increased demand from the society that companies should work with sustainability, makes 

incorporating CE in the business strategy an enabler to develop a competitive management model 

while better respecting environmental boundaries. By incorporating eco-innovation and its 

organizational barriers and enablers, a company could receive an organizational change that guides 

the integration of CE in the company (Birgovan et al., 2022).  
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Figure 5. Barriers for CE. Own illustration based on different studies on barriers for CE.  

In a systematic review Govindan and Hasanagic (2018) analyzed drivers, barriers, and practices 

toward CE from a supply chain perspective. A barrier for CE that was highlighted in the study was a 

lack of interest from governments to initiate and develop better financial and economic instruments 

for industries regarding CE. On the other hand, the study also showed that the government  has the 

highest potential to positively impact the CE implementation in supply chains (Govindan & 

Hasanagic, 2018). In another systematic literature review, Hina et al. (2022) analyzed 126 studies 

and classified themes for internal and external drivers and barriers to implementing a circular 

economy business model (CEBM). The study deepens the knowledge about CEBM implementation 

and highlights several research gaps linked to the different drivers and barriers. Based on earlier 

studies, Hina et al. (2022) propose a framework that presents functions, strategies, and principles for 

CEBM transition and which can holistically help management predict different obstacles when 

implementing CEBM in their organization.  

Although several types of barriers and drivers have been identified through different studies, it’s 

important to highlight that critical factors that act as barriers and/or drivers can vary depending on 
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the type of organization and the local context. It's therefore important for policymakers to engage in 

open discussions with different CE initiatives to understand how policies and support programs can 

be formed effectively and optimally for supporting the practical implementation of CE (Russel, 

Gianoli & Grafakos, 2020). A critical driver that can influence and enable a CE transition is policy 

interventions. In a study of policy interventions and circular business barriers  by Milios (2021), 

‘promote education and skills’ was suggested as an intervention to tackle different circular business 

barriers related to technology and infrastructure, management, vision and strategy, human resources, 

monitoring framework, communication and understanding, and perception. 

3.2. Circular Business Model 

A circular shift in a linear business model means moving from a take-make-use-dispose process 

dependent on fossil fuels to closing and slowing resource cycles by reusing products and materials 

over time and when possible, with the use of renewable resources (Bocken et al., 2016). The authors 

further give insights into business strategies and product design that are suitable for a transition 

toward CE. An effective way to reduce the use of resources is for example to create long-life products 

with a design that allows product life extension by e.g., maintenance, repairing, upgrading, 

standardization of parts, etc. The move from a linear to a circular business model (CBM) is a radical 

change that needs a new way of thinking and operating (Bocken et al., 2016). A CBM that favors 

long-life products is for example an access and performance business model that allows customers 

to buy the access and performance of a product instead of buying the ownership. Another example is 

a CBM that extends the resource value for a company by having a take-back system that allows them 

to create new value from the “wasted” resources (ibid). Bocken et al. (2016) also underline that 

design strategies and business models go hand in hand when transforming to CE and that we need 

different tools, approaches, and methods that support the transition. One aim of circular business 

model innovation (CBMI) is to increase effectiveness and resource efficiency by exploring new ways 

of creating value throughout the product life cycle (Bocken et al., 2016). In Figure 6, five different 

circular business models are presented from Nordic Innovation’s “Nordic Circular Economy 

Playbook - Circular business models for the manufacturing industry” . 

 

Figure 6. Circular business models for the manufacturing industry adapted from Nordic Innovation (2021). 

A CBM helps organizations to rethink their value-related processes and minimize their negative 

impacts (Frishammar & Parida, 2019). But as for the definition of a circular business model, there's 

still a lack of clear and shared understanding of the concept. Frishammar and Parida (2019, p. 8) 

define a CBM as “a circular business model is one in which a focal company, together with partners, 

uses innovation to create, capture, and deliver value to improve resource efficiency by extending the 

lifespan of products and parts, thereby realizing environmental, social, and economic benefits.”  

Frishammar and Parida (2019) highlight that the understanding of how to successfully transform a 

linear business model into a circular business model is still fairly limited since most research has 

focused on the business model itself rather than the step-by-step process of implementation. Even 
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though there are some models, tools, and frameworks available for CBMI, Pieroni, McAloone and 

Pigosso (2021) mean that those approaches don't offer suitable advice to practitioners since they’re 

mostly descriptive and lack a holistic structure of the whole implementation process. The current 

approaches also lack an explicit consideration of analytical and decision-support activities as well as 

norms, beliefs, and rules in organizations. Another limitation is that those approaches do not integrate 

CBM with other organizational processes and the holistic perspective of sustainability (Pieroni, 

McAloone & Pigosso, 2021). 

3.2.1. Circular Business Model Innovation 

Bocken et al. (2019, p.3) define the process of circular business model innovation (CBMI) as 

"innovating the business model (i.e., updating the elements of an existing business model, or 

establishing a new organization and associated business model) to embed, implement and capitalize 

on circular economy practices.". As a way to start operationalizing CE, Bocken et al. (2019) have 

reviewed and evaluated CBMI tools and developed a tools checklist to support practitioner s and 

academics with further tool development. On the one hand, tools used for CE transition must be 

simple, easy to use and easy to adapt according to different contexts. But on the other hand, it's also 

problematic if the tools are too generic and not CE specific, because then there's a risk that the CBM 

won't have a clear environmental impact (Bocken et al., 2019). Even though tools like business model 

canvas and lean start up approach are popular and flexible to use in practice, they don't have a focus 

on CBMI and there's therefore a risk that without suitable facilitation towards CE, these generic tools 

can weaken the focus of CE (Bocken et al., 2019). The authors also highlight that tools for CE 

transition could benefit from an interdisciplinary approach where tools can be developed in 

collaboration between practitioners and with insights from different disciplines. In Figure 7, Bocken 

et al. (2019) concluded ten criteria for future CBMI tool development by researchers and 

practitioners. 

Figure 7. Checklist for CBMI tool development. Adapted from Bocken et al. (2019, p.13) . 

Pieroni, McAloone and Pigosso (2021) mean the addition of "circular" in business model innovation 

(BMI) makes the innovation process even more complex since new factors have to be considered 

(e.g. logistics and timing for return of resources, quality, quantity and customers percept ions and 

preferences on service-based products). The decision-making also becomes more complex since one 

has to plan for future development while reaching growth targets alongside providing value for 

customers from new offerings (Pieroni, McAloone & Pigosso, 2021). As a try to fill the gap of non-

descriptive frameworks, Pieroni, McAloone and Pigosso (2021) have, together with several 

manufacturing companies, developed a systematic process model for manufacturing companies that 

want to innovate their business model to CE. The author's contribution is a practical process model 

with recommendations of institutional, strategic, and operational practices, that also include 

recommendations of tools and activities, and that can inspire manufacturing companies to be st 

practice. The framework compromises practices for all stages of the innovation process links the 
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CBM process with other business processes and recommends attitudes, mindset s and behaviors that 

can enable the transition (Pieroni, McAloone & Pigosso, 2021). The companies that did the practice 

said that it enabled them to deal with the complexity of CBMI and that it brought different 

departments together to collaborate, enabled a mindset shift in the organization, and resulted in 

roadmaps and concrete plans for pilot projects. But since SMEs often have little influence over 

established value chains, those companies had a skepticism and experienced difficulties adjusting 

their linear business model during the study (Pieroni, McAloone & Pigosso, 2021).  

Through a multiple case study of a business model transformation journey, Frishammar and Parida 

(2019) also developed a roadmap for circular business model transformation for incumbent firms. 

The study showed, for example, that in the initiating phase of transforming to a circular business 

model, companies had a lack of general understanding of the circular economy and the opportunities 

and requirements for transformation toward CE. The roadmap provides guidance on key activities, 

sequences, and outcomes that helps a company transform from a linear to a circular business model 

(Frishammar & Parida, 2019). The transformation process toward CBM is an iterative process with 

trial and error, discovering, testing, and learning as you go. But once a circular business model works, 

it's important to scale up the CBM (ibid). The roadmap is a tool that can help managers to get a 

greater understanding of how value is created and how to analyze and handle risks and uncertainty 

when transforming toward CBM (Frishammar & Parida, 2019). One of the activities in the roadmap 

is to analyze network actors and partners in the organization's ecosystem. One take-away from the 

practice was the importance of active management and interconnected stakeholders when explo ring 

opportunities. Frishammar and Parida (2019) underline that the transformation is challenging and 

requires a fundamental shift in the company's business logic, which mostly calls for collaborations 

with new and old actors in the organization’s ecosystem. They stress that even though a company is 

successful in implementing a CBM, it must also be aligned with customers' willingness to buy a 

service and a function instead of owning a product.  

In an exploratory case study of manufacturing companies in developing countries, Sousa-Zomer et 

al. (2018) explored the challenges and solutions for circular business implementation. Even though 

challenges and solutions are highly context-specific and influenced by e.g., national laws and 

cultures, there are still similarities between literature from case contexts in developed and developing 

countries. Integrating and engaging several organizational functions alongside the involvement and 

collaboration between different stakeholders was seen as necessary when implement ing and operating 

a CBM (Sousa-Zomer et al., 2018). A transition to CBM also requires knowledge about how to design 

such a business strategy. That's why it's necessary to take part in circular networks where suppliers, 

retailers, customers, manufacturers, and service suppliers engage and collaborate regarding how 

value is created (Sousa-Zomer et al., 2018). Internal capabilities that are needed when implementing 

a CBM are an organizational culture that enables a transition, team motivation, knowledge, and 

transition procedures. A shift in mindset is also seen as one of the most important factors when 

implementing a CBM, where e.g., providing functionality through services is the focus instead of the 

development and sales of a product. This requires new revenue models, revised cost structures, and 

new partnerships (ibid).  

3.3. Supporting SMEs in CE 

When it comes to business support, I make a distinction between financial and non-financial support 

(See Figure 8). In this thesis I'll focus on direct business support like consulting, training, coaching, 

educating, matchmaking, offering platforms to collaborate and inspire, etc. Earlier studies and 

literature on non-financial support and educating and training SMEs is differing in the sense that it’s 

defined in different ways. In some studies, it’s called business support actors, in others intermediary 

organizations, middle actors, or promoters. The same goes for literature on training and educating 

SMEs in circular economy or sustainability, in some studies it’s defined as supporting green business, 

sustainable business model, eco-innovation, eco-design, sustainability transition, energy transition, 

circular business model, circular economy business model innovation, etc.  
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Figure 8. Division of CE support adopted in this thesis. Own illustration . 

Innovations like adopting CE are complex processes where different stages in the process are affected 

and solved by different drivers, barriers, and actors (Velenturf et al., 2019). Intermediaries (in this 

study actors who support SMEs with adopting CE) support companies with their innovation 

processes. Examples of intermediary activities are “helping to provide information about potential 

collaborators…acting as a mediator, or go-between, bodies or organizations that are already 

collaborating; and helping find advice, funding, and support for the innovation outcomes of such 

collaborations” (Howell, 2006, p. 720). 

There are several EU invested development projects that focus on resource efficiency, low-carbon economy, 

and environmental protection. This also creates momentum for striving towards a CE transition. Velenturf 

et al. (2019) also underline the need for effective guidance for those who support businesses that adopt CE. 

The EU has for example published a framework for improving resource efficiency in SME and Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation has published reports and toolkits for policymakers (Velenturf et al., 2019). 

However, Velenturf et al. (2019) also highlight that there's a need for developing guidance for business 

support for different stages of the innovation process of a CE transition.  

In a study of an EU-funded project for supporting SMEs to develop CE practices into business 

operations, some owners weren't interested in developing CE activities in practice since that would 

make their already successful business more complex (Velenturf et al., 2019). Velenturf et al. (2019) 

found that even though some owners weren't driven by economic growth, they valued the 

environmental and social benefits from adopting CE. And here it can become problematic since 

guidance given by the EU presumes that economic motivations are the main drivers of adopting CE 

(Velenturf et al., 2019). There’s therefore a need for evidence -based guidance that integrates the 

motivations of both economic, environmental, and social sustainability, rather than only focusing on 

economic growth and return on investment. Without the support from the government, there's a risk 

that guidance on circular adoption remains too narrow and growth-centred (Velenturf et al., 2019). 

In contrast, Hampton (2018) concludes that environmental arguments don’t motivate SMEs in a 

sustainability transformation and that SMEs should instead be persuaded by the arguments of cost 

savings and resource efficiency. In a study about “enabling the CE transition in organizations”, 

Birgovan et al. (2022) found a positive association between companies' readiness for change to a 

circular business model and their present corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategies that also 

focused on environmental responsibility. This means that companies with incorporated strategies for 

environmental sustainability are more resilient to upcoming demands and possible EU laws regarding 
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CE (Birgovan et al., 2022). The study suggests further development of integrating CE in companies’ 

CSR strategies. 

To give a practical example of how SMEs can be supported in their sustainability transition by 

advisors, the following case study will be presented. In a study about low-carbon advisors (middle 

actors) supporting SMEs in their sustainability transition, Hampton (2018) investigated the role 

played by 19 advisors in the UK who helped SMEs reduce their carbon emissions. The author also 

means that this is the first study that provides in-depth insights on experiences and practices from 

middle actors, who moreover play a critical and important role in supporting SMEs with sustainability 

transition (Hampton, 2018). When the low carbon advisors were engaging with SMEs, the main 

approach was to frame win-win situations with a focus on payback periods, technologies, building, 

and new equipment. However, the risk with this type of framing is that it can create a sense of "side 

job" that the company does parallelly to their core business. Instead, Hampton (2018) highlights that 

the technical expertise should be complemented with an extensive discussion about the company's 

organizational culture, values and risks, corporate responsibility, and in this case, understanding of 

what energy is used for. Hampton found evidence in different literature connected to SMEs and 

environmental sustainability that networks and firm-to-firm collaborations are important to 

strengthen pro-environmental actions.  

Findings from the study showed the multifaceted challenges of engaging SMEs with environmental -

related questions even though the support is for free or a part of a support program (Hampton, 2018). 

One crucial consideration when initiating engagements with SMEs is the ability to sell the concept 

and the funding - despite the upcoming administrative work for SMEs. Other factors connected to 

the challenges of engaging SMEs with environmental projects are summarized in figure 9. 

Figure 9. Challenges of engaging SMEs with environmental projects. Adapted from Hampton’s (2018) case study.  

A great majority of the advisors in the study had personally strong environmental motivations fo r 

sustainable business (Hampton, 2018). However, most of them downplayed the green motivations 

when engaging with SMEs because they think that environmental arguments were  not effective in 

motivating SMEs. Instead of saying that SMEs could save the planet,  they framed the environmental 

project as a way for businesses to save money, increase productivity , and retain workers (Hampton, 

2018). In the case study, the advisors also mentioned the importance of trust and credibility and 

learning from the SMEs themselves and not seeing a SME as a student that should be taught. The 

advisors highlighted that it's in the conversation where things happen, where an experienced advisor 

can tailor the message in accordance with the specific SME (Hampton, 2018).  

It's argued in the study by Hampton (2018), that there's a need for a shift in the culture of giving 

advice, where the advisors also should focus on and embrace the "softer skills" rather than only giving 
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technical expertise. This requires a skillset from advisors, to balance technical expertise and using 

cost-saving and technical narratives to engage with SMEs initially, to later complement it with softer 

skills like using curiosity and persuasion. However, a skillset of that range might be hard to find in 

one advisor. Hampton (2018) highlights that funding advisors to support SMEs sustainability 

transition is an expensive policy option and that there are challenges faced within the policy context. 

Policy stakeholders often hold a lower level of environmental competencies and can therefore set 

inadequate funding and timescale rules, meanwhile, there also can be recruitment challenges with the 

lack of understanding of the required skill set to deliver a sustainability transition. Comparing the 

sustainability advisors with incentive-based policy or regulations, there's a lot of pressure and 

responsibility put on the advisors’ role in delivering emissions savings, which, realistically speaking, 

they won't; in this case, reach the decarbonization targets in the UK. Hampton (2018) argues that the 

middle actors play an important role, but that they deserve to be supported by people -centered policy 

and policy development.   

Although previous literature has highlighted drivers and barriers for CE, there's still limited research 

on practical implementations of CE in businesses (Russel, Gianoli & Grafakos, 2020). That’s also an 

argument for why more studies on practical implementation (like this thesis), are needed. Both for 

understanding practical barriers and drivers but also for helping business support actors on how to 

assist the practical implementation of CE and support companies with CBMs that don't require 

external financial support to sustain in the long run (Russel, Gianoli & Grafakos, 2020). Russel, 

Gianoli and Grafakos (2020) acknowledge that the need for external financial support for 

implementing CE initiatives isn't specific to CE activities itself, it's a common factor for start-ups 

and smaller companies in general. 

Kanda et al. (2018) emphasize that smaller companies often lack internal resources and therefore 

need support from intermediary organizations like incubators, universities, and business development 

organizations to overcome challenges in the process of eco-innovation. Kanda et al. (2018) define an 

intermediary as an organization that assists in the eco-innovation process by giving support in the 

form of e.g., advice and motivation. Their study analyzed support functions e.g., networking and 

partnership, forecasting and road mapping, technical consulting, and information scanning and 

distribution. Kanda et al. (2018) highlight that support functions usually have a general "one-size-

fits-all" approach but that there's a great potential in combining "one-size-fits-all" with a tailored 

approach made according to what type of firm and eco-innovation is in focus. The authors also 

highlight that it can sometimes confuse companies when different actors (like intermediaries) offer 

support through different eco-innovation initiatives and that it's therefore important that intermediate 

actors interact with each other (Kanda et al., 2018). 

According to Hjelm & Lindahl (2016), academia plays an important role in effectively supporting 

small companies with e.g., methods, knowledge, and new perspectives for environmental-driven 

development. Smaller companies usually need external help from consultancy firms and academia 

when developing new solutions, especially to get a well-founded evaluation of environmental and 

economic performances (Hjelm & Lindahl, 2016).  A study of three companies receiving eco-design 

(environmental-driven development) support from academia, showed that companies had dif ferent 

needs of support depending on what stage of the innovation process they were in (Hjelm & Lindahl, 

2016). The study also showed that a third-party perspective from academia was important for the 

entrepreneurs, e.g., for further development or new innovations. In the study, Hjelm and Lindahl 

(2016) noted the importance of acknowledging different personality traits between entrepreneurs and 

academic people, and that a respectful understanding of wanting to rapidly move forward and wanting 

to get in-depth knowledge can result in a rewarding collaboration between the two parties.  

Khan, Daddi and Iraldo (2020) made a study about 220 companies implementing CE in Italy and the 

company’s ability to integrate, build and reconfigure competencies to address rapid change (in this 

case CE). Findings showed that companies aiming toward CE need the skills and capability to find 

CE opportunities. Elements that are important for such a company are the role of top management, 

high competence in strategic planning and scanning, identifying, and analyzing customer needs and 
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market trends. Khan, Daddi and Iraldo (2020) emphasize that companies can identify CE 

opportunities through networking with other companies and through sessions with brainstorming. 

The authors also highlight the value of collaborating with research institutes in order to receive the 

relevant knowledge and skills.  

3.4. Conceptual Framework 

To understand the support actors’ engagements and experiences with SMEs adoption of CE, a multi -

dimensional conceptual framework including the most common barriers and drivers for CE and 

innovation adoption, will be used as a foundation for the analysis. The multi -dimensional conceptual 

framework in this study is inspired by an earlier framework from Malik et al. (2022), complemented 

by my own literature compilation of barriers and drivers for CE and two other frameworks on change 

management and phases of innovation adoption by Damanpour & Schneider (2006) and 

Frankenberger et al. (2013). 

Figure 10. Framework for analyzing CE drivers and barriers during the phases of business model innovation and the 

enabling role of support activities. Own illustration. 

3.4.1. Barriers and Drivers for CE 

In a study about SMEs challenges with adopting CE in emerging markets in India, Malik et al. (2022) 

present a multilevel conceptual framework based on change management literature and CE. The 

authors use a systems perspective and classify barriers on three levels: micro- meso- and macro-level 

to highlight how complex and multifaceted CE adoption is for SMEs. The barriers on the micro-level 

relate to the company itself with e.g. product and processes, and barriers on the meso-level relate to 

the difficulties in changing a linear business model to a circular one due to lack of support and capital 

from e.g. practical CE communities and barriers on macro-level relates to e.g. lack of governmental 

aid, CE standards and tax incentives that promote CE and difficulty with influencing customers and 

stakeholders to choose circular products (Malik et al., 2022). However, it's not all about SMEs 

themselves. Since consumers aren't either aware of the advantages of CE, SMEs aren't pressured to 

develop a circular business model (Malik et al., 2022). 

Other papers and literature have identified similar barriers and drivers (see Figures 4 and 5) as Malik 

et al. (2022). To simplify the analysis, I’ve chosen to use the five most common factors that act as 

barriers and drivers: Economical, Regulatory, Market, Organizational, and Technological (see 

examples in Figure 11). Categories like culture, social, institutional, and environmental from 

previous studies are not included since it can be argued that they can fit in among some of the five 

presented categories. 
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Figure 11. Categories of CE driver and barriers. Own illustration. 

3.4.2. Innovation Adoption and the Phases of Business Model 

Innovation 

A common perception from both academics and practitioners is that innovation is a matter of the 

organization’s survival (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). At an organizational level, innovation 

adoption is a means for creating change that improves or maintains a good level of performance or 

effectiveness. An innovation can for example be an adoption of a new process, policy, technology, 

product, service, or structure (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). When it comes to organizational 

innovation, there are different arguments for why SMEs or large organizations can be more 

innovative than the other. For example, large organizations have more resources in form of time, 

workers, and finances and they usually have more skilled workers, knowledge, and technical 

potential. But on the other hand, it's argued that SMEs can be more innovative since they usually 

have flexible structures, shorter decision-making processes, and have an easier time to improving, 

adapting, accepting, and implementing change (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). 

There are three commonly known phases of innovation adoption: initiation, adoption decision, and 

implementation (also known as post-adoption). Damanpour & Schneider (2006) also mention other 

definitions of the three general phases: pre-adoption activities, the managerial decision to adopt the 

innovation, and post-adoption activities. The initiation phase includes activities about raising 

awareness and knowledge, recognizing a need, attitudes formation, and identifying suitable 

innovations. The adoption decision phase includes financial, technical, and strategic evaluation of 

the proposed idea and in case it's accepted by the manager and board, resources are allocated for 

implementing the change. The implementation phase relates to the needed activities and actions in 

order to develop the innovation into a routine in the organization, including trial use and innovation 

acceptance by users (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). 

In another business model innovation framework, Frankenberger et al. (2013) have defined the 

business model innovation as an iterative process in four phases:  initiation (analyzing the ecosystem), 

ideation (generating new ideas), integration (building a new business model) and implementation. 

The challenges explored by companies in regards to the phases of business model innovation were: 

understanding of the needs of the players, identification of change drivers, difficulty to overcome the 

current business logic, difficulties thinking in business models and no systematic tools to develop 

new business model ideas, struggle to integrate all pieces of their new business model, involvement 

and management of partners, challenge to overcome internal resistance and challenge to manage the 

chosen implementation approach (Frankenberger et al., 2013). 
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Figure 12. Categories of Business Model Innovation Phases. Own illustration. 
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4. Findings 

4.1. Intermediaries’ Perspectives on CE 

One broad question all respondents got was if they experience that there’s a difference between 

sustainable and circular transition and whether they saw any specific factors related to circular 

transition. The answers were rich, nuanced, and differently argued. Some of the respondents didn’t 

see a difference between a sustainable and a circular transition since they argued that circularity is a 

way to enable a sustainable development and that in order to reach a sustainable development, we 

have to use fewer virgin materials, renewable energy, use products more effectively, intensively and 

for a longer period etc. 
 

A few of the respondents took the comparison to a more detailed and practical level regarding what 

a circular transition includes for a company. The examples mentioned were that a circular transition 

is more complex because it affects a company's whole business model, value chain, business 

ecosystem, business logic, how the capital is tied up and the engagement with the board. It also 

requires a change on a broader and more complex level where different types of actors and 

stakeholders are involved (Respondents 1, 2 & 6). 
 

Several respondents saw CE as a practical tool that can be easier understood by companies . 

Respondent 4 highlighted that CE makes it more concrete, since one is e.g., looking at materials, 

waste streams, different circular business models, what values that can be created, how one can 

become more resource efficient, etc. Respondent 4 also thought that the narrative of CE is more 

positive and focuses on opportunities instead of all the things that need to be decreased or stopped to 

reach sustainable development. Respondent 8 agreed and commented that when working with 

sustainable development, one can feel like no matter what you do, there’s always a trade-off that 

makes one feel like you’ve done something wrong. With CE on the other hand, Respondent 8 

emphasized that one is solving the conflict between ecological and economical sustainability: where 

you’re becoming more economically sustainable by being more ecologically sustainable. Respondent 

3 also stressed that a CE transition is not a company-specific question, it requires a collaboration 

between business, private, public, and non-profit sectors. 
 
Even though CE is seen as a practical tool for sustainable development, Respondent 7 criticized CE 

for being too narrow and that there’s a risk of trying to put compan ies into a framework that doesn’t 

fit them. The respondent also experienced that in comparison to sustainable development which is 

more dynamic, it’s harder for SMEs and business developers to understand what CE means in 

practice, which is an opposing perspective to the respondents who thought that it’s easier for 

companies to understand CE in practice. Respondent 8 also argued that sustainable development is 

more dynamic and easier to use and adapt according to different business contexts and that it doesn't 

matter whether one talks about sustainable or circular transition; companies won't know the 

difference. 

 
It should however be addressed that there aren’t yet global standardization and regulations for CE, 

which Respondent 4 thinks makes it harder to compare whether something is circular or only semi-

circular. Several of the respondents had a pragmatic view and agreed that it’s not important whether 

it’s classified as circular or not, the important thing is that it contributes to a positive change that for 

example minimizes waste and the use of virgin materials and that companies understand that a 

resource shouldn’t become waste too quickly. 

4.1.1. Experienced Barriers and Challenges 

During the interviews, the respondents were asked about barriers and challenges that SMEs can 

experience when working with CE. The answers were both general and on a practical level depending 
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on the intermediaries’ experiences and whether they had worked with CE in practice and as a part of 

a longer innovation process or if the actors had worked with CE in general with a focus on 

inspirational and networking activities. A summary of some mentioned barriers can be found in 

Figure 13. 

Figure 13. Overview of mentioned barriers for SMEs adopting CE.  

When discussing the respondents’ experienced barriers among SMEs, all respondents agreed that 

some of the main barriers are lack of resources such as time, money, competencies, and people. Other 

barriers that were mentioned were: being born in a linear system that isn't made for having circular 

processes, that it's a long process for the return on investment (Respondents 4, 6 & 8), and lack of 

awareness and knowledge among both companies and consumers (e.g., that it's possible to reuse, 

repurpose, upcycle, recycle, repair etc.). A few respondents also underlined the complexity of 

working with CE and that it’s difficult discussing general barriers since they’re usually context 

specific and that different barriers can occur at different stages of the innovation process. Respondent 

5 emphasized that we need to dig deeper and look at barriers for specific sectors,  company sizes, and 

the companies’ interest for innovation and transformation.  

Respondent 2 explained the complexity of CE like following:  

"The circularity affects many more lines, actors and processes. It's not only affecting ourselves 

and the company, but also our suppliers, it's affecting our end customer and user, it's affecting 

our resellers. It's affecting all processes in a completely different way. And to help companies 

gain knowledge and find business models, circular business models, where there's a win -win 

for both suppliers, resellers, and the final user - that is the trick"   

A few of the respondents emphasized practical barriers that they’ve experienced when coaching a 

SME in their circular transition. Respondent 2 experienced that when companies analyze and 

understand the practical consequences for the internal organization and the whole value chain, they 

tend to get hesitant about the changes in stakeholder relationships (e.g., the company's new circular 

business model might compete with the resellers). Respondent 1 also highlighted  the following 

challenge with SMEs adopting CE: 
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“There aren't that many companies that are at that stage yet, where they have the knowledge 

and the driving force for investing in the transition, and that is important. That's why we need 

other forms of support to make it happen.” 

4.2. What’s Needed from SMEs 

During all interviews, it was discussed what the respondents thought was needed from SMEs to 

successfully work with CE. Competencies, capabilities, and knowledge were addressed, and the 

respondents had different suggestions on what they thought was relevant. A summary of the 

respondents' examples is presented in Figure 14. 

Figure 14. Overview of mentioned examples of competencies, capabilities, and knowledge.  

There was a consensus among the respondents that companies must understand the business 

opportunities and profits of adopting CE. But both Respondents 5 and 7 thought that it's more 

complex than just a few specific things that are needed from SMEs to successfully adopt CE. 

Respondent 7 meant that companies first need to understand the business of working with CE (which 

depends on the person itself and what type of company it is) and the related barriers of policies and 

business logic. Respondent 7 further explained that it’s also depending on whether the company 

wants to become circular itself or if they're helping someone else become circular; if it's a product 

company, it's e.g., fundamental to understand that product design creates prerequisites for circularity. 

Respondent 6 thought that there's sometimes too much focus on sustainability regarding CE and that 

companies argue that their customers don't demand environmental qualifications. Respondent 6 

therefore agreed with Respondent 7 and highlighted that it's important for companies to understand 

the business values of adopting CE. 

Regarding what knowledge SMEs need for working with CE, Respondents 3 and 4 thought that 

companies first need the basic knowledge of what CE is and the different circular business models - 

That awareness can further enable companies to start thinking in new ways, understand how it can 

be related to their business and to identify what they could adjust or improve in their own business. 

Respondent 2 also underlined the importance of understanding the differences between a linear and 

a circular business idea and the ability to think of the logic of a circular business model. Respondent 

9 agreed and highlighted that it can be difficult for companies to understand that the new logic of 

one's business model is based on doing more with less and that a decreased use of virgin materials 

still would generate revenues.  

Another perspective that was brought up by a few respondents was the understanding of future risks 

and staying resilient towards them (e.g., how crises such as the pandemic, wars, a ship blocking the 

Suez Canal, fires, and droughts have shown how fragile the global supply chains are). Respondent 9 

highlighted that a valuable ability for a SME, is the ability to understand one's own company from a 

bigger perspective; that companies understand what their business means for the local development 
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and their neighbors, what effects their production has on climate emissions, biodiversity, etc. Another 

important factor that Respondents 3 and 9 highlighted was that SMEs need networks and 

collaborations with other actors to even enable a circular transition.  According to Respondent 5's 

experiences, it's easier to work with CE when companies have a longer time perspective and when 

they have a more strategic and innovation-oriented mindset. Respondent 5 also stressed that it's 

related to psychological factors and the level of engagement and motivation. When it comes to CE in 

practice, Respondent 2 also stressed that SMEs need the ability to implement and sell the circular 

solution to the whole company so that everyone' a part of the transformation. Respondent 5 explained 

following: 

“General innovation and transformation capacity  - That companies understand what it means 

to set clear goals and follow them up, and what does it mean to communicate effectively. And 

this is of course not related to the circular economy, it's general competencies that are needed 

for successful transformation and innovation”. 

4.3. Supporting SMEs 

In the interview study, respondents got a question about how they’re helping or supporting SMEs 

regarding CE. There was a wide range of different activities that the respondents have been a part of. 

Common activities were workshops, individual coaching, lectures, and seminars. Some respondents 

have also taken part in support programs, financed pilot projects , and research projects. Some of the 

respondents were more focused on inspirational and motivational activities, and some have also 

engaged with companies' innovation processes e.g., business development and technical and 

transformational expertise. Examples of activities are presented in Figure 15. 

 
Figure 15. Examples of activities that can support SMEs adoption to CE. 
 

Most of the respondents emphasized that the different activities performed are context specific and 

dependent on the situation and in what phase of the innovation process the companies are in. The 

different support activities could sometimes be part of a longer process (like a pilot project or a 

research project) or an independent activity. Some of the respondents saw themselves taking different 

roles (e.g., coach, educator, enabler, matchmaker, inspirator, advisor, consultant) depending on the 

context and activity as well. Respondent 6 emphasized that one must think: 

"Do they understand CE, what would fit this specific company, what’s the calculated customer 

value, why should people love this value proposition, what's the financial viability, and what 

could be improved in the product design” 

Depending on the knowledge and engagement level of the company, the intermediary can adapt a 

support activity to that. In Respondent 6’s experience, the different support activities are usually 
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contributing to initiating ideas, but that the companies later are responsible for doing the big work 

themselves. 

Respondents 3 and 4 are part of organizations who enable circular transition through their platforms 

where companies can get inspiration, take part in workshops and seminars, knowledge sharing, and 

start collaborating with other actors. Some of the respondents experienced that companies during 

workshops were becoming more aware of the company's situation, context, and their value 

proposition. Respondent 3 noted that during some workshops companies even realized that they 

already had a circular business model, but they haven't communicated it nor further developed it. 

Respondent 2 saw the role of a coach as someone who looks at how different changes ( e.g., related 

to circular transition) will affect other parts of the business , e.g., how the transition will affect the 

company's brand strategically, how it will affect the production system, management, leadership etc. 

Respondent 2 further explained that it’s later up to the company itself to identify what kind of 

coaching they need to overcome the challenges. Respondent 7 explained how a coaching role can 

play out: 

"We always think about the business. Already early on, they have to reflect upon what the 

needs are, what kind of customer needs there are,  if there’s a willingness to pay, what the 

revenue stream is, and how one could motivate and incentivize this idea.”   

When elaborating on what the different support activities can do for SMEs, several respondents 

mentioned that it helps the companies stay on track, so they're aware of the development of the 

surrounding world, including the latest trends, laws, initiatives, etc. More in-depth, the respondents 

were able to reflect upon what their support activities could contribute to and mean for SMEs circular 

transition. Beyond the activities themselves, many respondents highlighted that it’s during the 

discussions between different actors and companies when ideas and new collaborations are brought 

to light. One common factor that was brought up by a majority of respondents was that their role 

consisted of being a matchmaker: someone who connects the company with other relevant actors. 
 

There was a consensus among the respondents regarding two main factors for supporting SMEs: 1. 

To inspire and engage SMEs with CE, there’s a need for communicating successful case studies so 

that a company can see that someone else has managed the transformation and what  the benefits of 

it were. 2. When talking and supporting SMEs, the concepts used should be by the companies’ level 

and reality, and it should rather be “hands-on” than theoretical. Respondents 3, 4, 8 and 9 also 

mentioned that they in their roles work with regional development and to brief politicians on the 

current state of the business sector’s development and what barriers are hindering a circular 

transition. Respondents 3, 4 and 5 also mentioned that they in their roles try to take the complex and 

academic concepts of sustainable development and circular economy and make them more 

understandable and practical for a company. 

 
During the interviews, the respondents were also asked about what approaches, tools, and models 

they've been using when supporting companies with CE. The Respondents had different takes: a few 

of them used tools that have been framed as "CE tools", but several others claimed that they use a 

mix of different approaches and tools depending on the innovation phase and that they use generic 

innovation and transformation tools as a foundation but add the CE perspective as a part of it. 

 
When supporting SMEs with CE, Respondent 2 highlighted that one of the big challenges is “to make 

SMEs understand how they can relate it to their own business and how they can use it to make better 

and smarter business deals”. Several Respondents also mentioned that they don’t have enough time 

to support companies who want to adopt CE and neither do they always receive trust and confidence 

from SMEs. The Respondents therefore stressed that the most effective and smartest way to support 

SMEs circular transition is to educate already established business developers and business networks 

in CE so that they can support SMEs. Business developers who are used to working with SMEs do 

already know what the general challenges are, and they can therefore in a more effective way help 

SMEs with adopting CE in comparison with a CE expert who doesn’t know about SMEs general 



26 

situations. 
 
Although different kinds of support activities have been presented, most of the respondents brought 

to attention that it’s difficult to get companies involved and that in a lot of cases the actors or 

intermediary organizations have to “chase” companies. It’s concluded by a few respondents that we 

aren’t at that point yet where SMEs are the ones reaching out asking for help with a circular transition. 

However, as respondents 2 and 5 pointed out, companies reach out because they feel like they for 

example are becoming irrelevant to the market or need to readjust their value proposition or market 

positioning. 

4.4. Experienced Drivers and Opportunities 

During the interviews the respondents were also asked about the drivers and opportunities that SME 

can experience when working with CE. An overview of the answers is presented in Figure 16. 

 

Figure 16. Overview of mentioned drivers for SMEs adopting CE. 

What became clear during the interview study, was the importance of speaking about business 

opportunities and business values. All respondents underlined that when discussing CE with 

companies it’s important to address the business opportunity rather than talking about decreasing 

environmental impact. Respondent 5 stressed that it's crucial to talk about business opportunities. 

Respondent 5 further explained that since smaller companies have so many things to prioritize in 

order to run their business, they won't focus or prioritize other things unless it's connected to their 

business value and value proposition. 

Respondent 2 highlighted that "It's all about creating better business deals by being as resource 

efficient as possible” and further explained that CE is about creating smarter and better business deals 

and a way to differentiate oneself from a competitor. Respondent 10 emphasized the importance of 

focusing on the fact that things can get better in the long run; that a company can through new 

collaborations find new target groups or business areas that increase the value of the company. Other 

mentioned benefits from Respondents 4 and 9 were that CE is labor-intensive and creates more jobs 

and contributes to local development and local society. Respondent 1 highlighted that many 

companies feel like they have to keep up with the digital transformation and that we should therefore 
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present CE and digitalization as an integrated solution. The Respondent further explained that digital 

solutions are an important enabler for a circular transition. 

5. Discussion 

The discussion chapter is structured in two main sections where the first one is focused on the barriers 

connected to half of RQ 1 “What kind of drivers and barriers can SMEs experience when 

transitioning to a CE strategy?”. The second part is focused on the other half of RQ 1 and RQ 2 

“What kind of knowledge, capabilities and competencies are required for SMEs in order to adopt 

CE?“ and RQ 3 “How can different support activities help SMEs towards a circular transition?”. 

The reason for this structure is to outline a solution-oriented approach by first presenting the 

challenges and barriers with CE, to later focus on what’s needed to overcome those challenges. The 

discussion chapter will end with a final discussion with reflections and a method discussion.  

5.1. The Complexity of CE and the Associated Barriers and 

Challenges 

Several of the respondents’ perspectives on CE is in accordance with Corvellec, Stowell & Johansson 

(2022) and Geissdoerfer et al. (2017), emphasizing that CE is a new or an upgraded concept  of e.g., 

industrial ecology and cradle to cradle. Similar to Lazarevic & Valve (2017) some of the respondents 

also mentioned CE as a more positive narrative and a practical tool for solving sustainability issues. 

The different respondents' perspectives of CE can be concluded with Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert's 

(2017) implication that CE means different things to different people. The respondents were however 

united on the fact that the most important thing is being pragmatic and striving towards CE rather 

than thinking about what approach or definition is "the right one" for CE. That there were different 

opinions on whether CE is too narrow to work with or a good practical tool for sustainability in 

practice isn’t surprising since earlier literature also argues for different sides of the coin.    

A summary of the respondents' answers regarding what barriers and challenges SMEs can face along 

the process of adopting CE, can be found in Figure 13. Most of the answers are in line with previous 

literature (Tura et al., 2019; Kirchherr et al., 2018; Russell, Gianoli & Grafakos, 2020; Rizos et al. 

2016; Govindan & Hasanagic, 2018; Hina et al. 2022). The most common barriers were lack of 

resources (money, time, and people) followed by regulations and lack of competence, engagement , 

and awareness. Most of the Respondents underlined that all cases related to CE are individual and 

context specific and that barriers can vary depending on the company, sector type, company size, 

geographical context, phase of innovation process etc., which is a similar statement as Tura et al. 

(2019). Another mentioned barrier aligned with literature was the one related to uncertainty in future 

customer demand (Birgovan et al. 2022). A barrier that was mentioned by a few respondents but not 

as highlighted in earlier literature was the barrier of not having control over the product, design, or 

value chain. Similar to what Pieroni, McAloone & Pigosso (2021) stated, Respondent 2 also 

mentioned SMEs skepticism about their possibility to influence value chains and difficulties with 

adjusting a linear business model in relation to the business ecosystem. 

5.1.1. Beyond the Generic Barriers 

In comparison with Hampton's (2018) study and the acknowledged challenges of engaging SMEs in 

environmental projects (see Figure 9), there are similarities with the interview responses in this study. 

The similarities in both studies are that SMEs have a hard time prioritizing the environment since 

other things are more important and they lack interest and knowledge of the value of working with 

sustainability. Even though this thesis is about circular transition and the other Hampton’s (2018) 

study was about sustainability transition and low-carbon advisors, the message is the same: SMEs 

don't prioritize something they don’t know the benefits from - and they don’t know how to relate 
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these sustainability concepts to their reality. Other similar responses from this interview study and 

Hampton's (2018) are that actors supporting SMEs in sustainability transition highlight that SMEs 

need to see successful case studies of other companies' transitions. In comparison to Hampton’s 

(2018) study, it could therefore be argued that the challenges aren’t necessarily connected only to the 

phenomenon of CE but the fact that SMEs lack resources, awareness, and interest.  

The barriers are however like other barriers related to transformation and innovation and could 

therefore be classified as general barriers. And like Russel, Gianoli and Grafakos (2020) emphasized, 

needing external support isn't specific for adopting CE, it's a general need for start-ups and SMEs. 

The more practical examples from the respondents showed barriers that are differentiated and linked 

to CE specifically. Another barrier that was mentioned several times by different respondents, but 

which wasn’t mentioned in the literature, was the barrier related to lack of control and the risks and 

uncertainty regarding relationships in SMEs current business ecosystem. One explanation for why 

several different barriers were mentioned in the interview but not highlighted in previous literatur e 

as much is the fact that there’s still limited research on barriers for different industries and barriers 

to practical implementation (Tura et al., 2019; Bianchini, Rossi & Pellegrini, 2019; Dey et al., 2020). 

Another explanation could also be that barriers are context specific and individual (Tura et al., 2019). 

Several respondents highlighted the complexity of CE and the complexity of going from a linear to 

a circular business model as a challenge, which is like Pieroni, McAloone and Pigosso's (2021) 

acknowledged. Since CE is based on a different business logic that both companies, users, and 

customers are inexperienced with, a shift in mindset is therefore needed to see the possibilities and 

opportunities in producing or consuming circular. The barrier related to lack of knowledge and 

awareness is connected to the following section focused on CE drivers, support activities, and what’s 

required for SMEs to adopt CE? 

5.2. Supporting SMEs and Focusing on the Drivers and 

Opportunities Associated with CE 

The mentioned drivers and opportunities that SMEs can face when working with CE (see Figure 16) 

differed a bit from earlier studies. The mentioned drivers that were in line with previous literature 

were e.g., the possibilities for cost savings, new value creation, increased profits, productivity, and 

resource efficiency (Tura et al., 2019; Dey et al., 2020; Bocken et al. 2016). The respondents’ 

experiences and knowledge were however more focused on highlighting the opportunities with 

adopting CE rather than focusing on drivers connected to e.g., governance, regulation, and 

environmental impact. It could also be acknowledged that there might be a difference between 

discussing drivers and opportunities: e.g., a new regulation can be a driver that forces someone to 

change, versus an opportunity that is voluntary but can create future benefits. The respondents’ 

thoughts on what kind of knowledge, capabilities, and competencies, are required for SMEs in order 

to adopt CE, were much connected to the awareness about the drivers and opportunities with adopting 

CE. Several of the respondents believed that if SMEs knew the benefits, business opportunities and 

long-term effects of adopting CE, the likelihood of SMEs focusing and prioritizing resources on the 

transformation would increase. Besides understanding the business value of adopting CE, the 

involvement from the board, manager and/or owner is also required to work with a circular transition. 

Previous literature acknowledged that a transformation from a linear to a circular business model 

requires a radical change in thinking and operating (Bocken et al., 2016), and one can argue that the 

support activities the the intermediaries engage in are trying to enable the shift in thinking. Lectures, 

workshops, individual coaching, platforms for networking and knowledge sharing, and pilot projects 

were different mentioned activities for supporting SMEs adopting CE. Depending on the context and 

the companies themselves, the activities can be used for inspiration, overcoming barriers, 

highlighting opportunities, initiating and implementing ideas. The respondents’ different ways of 

supporting SMEs in adopting CE can also be connected to earlier literature on a circular business 

model and business model innovation (Bocken et al., 2016; Bocken et al., 2019; Frishammar & 
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Parida, 2019; Pieroni, McAloone & Pigosso, 2021). There was a great variety of activities that the 

respondents have taken part in to support SMEs in adopting CE. Through the different support 

activities (presented in Figure 15), the intermediaries have been supporting SMEs with both raising 

awareness about CE, helping SMEs with identifying CE possibilities, brainstorming, practical 

coaching and evaluating different feasible solutions. The different support activities relate to the 

different phases of business model innovation: initiation, ideation, integration, and implementation 

(Frankenberger et al., 2013; Damanpour & Schneider, 2006) presented in Figure 12. Like Velenturf 

et al. (2019) highlighted, it's important to offer different support for those who want to adopt CE 

since that kind of innovation is complex with several drivers and barriers along the process. The 

different support activities offered by the intermediaries also contribute to the knowledge, 

capabilities, and competencies required for SMEs to adopt CE. 

Regarding practical tools for CE adoption, it’s on one hand helpful with generic tools that are simple 

to use and adaptable, but on the other hand, Bocken et al. (2019) highlight the risk of weakening the 

focus of CE during a CBMI if the tools are too generic. The generic tools seem to have worked for 

several of the respondents, but it could also be because of their already good understanding of CE 

and that they therefore managed to add the CE perspective to it. There’s a consensus among the 

respondents that practitioners who SMEs already trust and have faith in (e.g., business and regional 

developers) play an important role in accelerating the circular transition. Since generic tools and 

approaches can be used for CE adoption it would therefore be suggested that established practitioners 

and developers should learn about the foundations and basics of CE, so that they can support SMEs 

with CE, but also so that they can continue helping SMEs who’ve been inspired or finished a pilot 

project connected to CE. 

There was a consensus among the respondents that one must highlight the business opportunities and 

profits of adopting CE. But Velenturf et al. (2019) however noted during a project for supporting 

SMEs in CE that some people were rather motivated by environmental and social benefits instead of 

economic growth, and they therefore argue that guidance by EU is too much focused on economic 

motivations. This interview study confirmed that in the respondents’ experiences, the environmental 

benefit of adopting CE is not the driving force. The environmental benefits are rather a result of 

adopting CE, but the motivation in the first place is adopting CE because it can create a better and 

smarter business. As mentioned by Russel, Gianoli & Grafakos (2020) , and several of the 

respondents, there’s great importance for policymakers engaging with CE activities to get a broader 

understanding of CE in practice and thereby understand how policies can be developed optimally to 

support the practical implementation of CE. 

5.3. Final Discussion and Reflections 

An interrelation that was discovered during the interview study was how the RQs related to barriers 

and drivers, knowledge, awareness, and support activities are connected. Take for example the 

challenge or barrier related to the lack of awareness and interest for CE from SMEs. If SMEs don't 

know what benefits there could be from adopting CE, they won't prioritize working with activities 

related to CE. As several of the respondents highlighted, a lot of the work or support with CE is 

related to creating awareness, inspiring, and starting to initiate CE among SMEs. It could therefore 

be argued that concerning the phases of business model innovation, we're still in the phase of 

initiation (Frankenberger et al., 2013; Damanpour & Schneider, 2006). Since SMEs themselves aren’t 

actively initiating CE adoption, it could even be argued that we’re still at a pre-phase before initiating 

an innovation process. Other challenges that arise when and if companies want to initiate CE 

adoption, is first the connected general and practical barriers, but secondly also the fact that today's 

business developers who SMEs already trust and have a connection to, might not have the knowledge 

about CE in practice. Like respondent 9 said, “we want to know that SMEs get further help with CE 

after they leave us". 

If we go beyond the general drivers and barriers, one main issue that I would like to highlight is the 

fact that companies themselves aren’t initiating the circular transition. In several cases , the 
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respondents’ mentioned that companies aren’t the ones reaching out asking for support. This could 

be explained by several of the mentioned factors (see Figure 13) such as their linear business model 

working fine, lack of knowledge, time, competencies, and money, and not enough regulations and 

policies that require a change. There was a great consensus among the respondents’ that to get SMEs’ 

attention and to engage SMEs in a circular transition, one must highlight the business opportunity 

and business values of CE. I would therefore argue that we shouldn’t talk about circular economy. 

We should talk about profitability, long term safety and being proactive, control, staying relevant, 

stronger and longer relationships with customers and stakeholders, stability, resilience, staying in the 

loop, value creation, value proposition, digitalization, supply chains, innovation, increasing value, 

meeting future needs of laws, suppliers, customers, procurements, etc. 

Yes, SMEs are an important part of a circular transition, but we can’t expect SMEs to be able to 

navigate through the jungle of sustainability terms, tools, and arguments alongside allocating and 

prioritizing resources and activities that make their business work. It’s also a big responsibility and 

risk we’re putting on SMEs by saying that they should take part in a circular transition, and that they 

should do it voluntarily. Some SMEs with driving spirits and managers that want to stay in the 

forefront might initiate an adoption of CE, but we can’t expect that businesses would do it voluntarily. 

The question is, how do we make them understand that this is worth acknowledging and changing 

for? Like several respondents highlighted in the interview study, the latest crisis like pandemics, 

wars, consequences of climate change, decreasing critical minerals, and problems with transportation 

(e.g., Suez Canal), have shown us how fragile the global system and the global supply chains are. 

But will that be enough for SMEs to voluntarily initiate a circular transition? 

5.4. Method Discussion 

As mentioned earlier in the literature review of drivers and barriers to CE, different studies have 

identified and defined the categories in different ways. Some studies also argue that the same factor 

can act as a driver and a barrier depending on context and the phase of the innovation process. It was 

therefore difficult to use the conceptual framework with the five most common categories for barriers 

and drivers (economy, regulations, market, organizational and technological). Using other authors' 

conceptual frameworks (innovation adoption phases and circular business model innovation) with 

different framed and defined categories is tricky as they simplify a complex reality.   

Interviewing intermediaries focusing on CE is difficult since CE still is a topic under development. 

Since there isn't a consensus on what CE is, the different projects, support programs, workshops, etc. 

were defined in different ways and according to context and demand from e.g., a region, funding 

project, etc. The presentation of the respondents' answers was not equally distributed. The reason 

why is because the actors had different experiences both regarding the length of experience and 

whether their experiences were from a generalist point of view or at a more practical level. Some 

respondents were able to give concrete and detailed examples from innovation processes whereas 

others had general awareness regarding drivers and barriers.  
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6. Conclusion 

The topic of this thesis has investigated SMEs adoption to a CE strategy in Sweden by analyzing the 

experiences of intermediaries who have supported SMEs circular transition. The conclusion of the 

study can be summarized as follows: 

RQ1 “What kind of drivers and barriers can SMEs experience when transitioning to a CE strategy?” 

It’s hard to generalize barriers and drivers of CE since it’s very much context-specific depending on 

the sector, the company size, leadership, awareness, willingness to innovate, phase of innovation 

adoption, etc. But the barriers could be summarized as a lack of resources (time, people, and money) 

and awareness, regulations, and lack of financial support. The drivers could be summarized as a better 

and a smarter business that is more competitive, resource efficient, and saves costs. Going beyond 

the general drivers and barriers, the overall challenge with CE is the complexity and the web of 

constraints where different actors, factors, and structures play a role.  

It’s also difficult to embrace both drivers, barriers, situational context , and innovation phases into 

one master thesis without being able to elaborate on different kinds of aspects in detail. However, 

this thesis aimed to find something general and to get a holistic perspective of SMEs circular 

transition in Sweden. I would therefore argue that the complexity of CE requires the awareness of 

both barriers and drivers in order to guide companies' circular transition. Several aspects need to be 

covered and both governmental support, policy development, allocation of tax incentives, financial 

support, procurement, intermediate organizations, etc. should be aligned and harmonized.  

RQ 2 “What kind of knowledge, capabilities and competencies are required for SMEs in order to 

adopt CE?” 

SMEs need to understand what they and others can benefit from adopting CE. They also need an 

interest, focus, engagement, involvement from the board, manager and/or owner. SMEs also need the 

ability to collaborate and they need to make the transformation a priority. But is it realistic to demand 

all these abilities from SMEs? Of course not. What became clear from this interview study is that 

SMEs are not supposed to manage this on their own. But that's also why it's important to have a 

support system, initiatives, policy development, and other relevant actors that enable a circular 

transition - so that SMEs can focus on what they do best: run a business - but in a smarter way. 

RQ 3 “How can different support activities help SMEs towards a circular transition?”  

Lectures, workshops, individual coaching, platforms for networking and knowledge sharing and pilot 

projects were different mentioned activities for supporting SMEs adopting CE. The different support 

activities also cover up the several of the mentioned knowledge, capabilities, and competencies 

required for SMEs to adopt CE. In that way, the support activities are adjusted to what SMEs should 

be aware of and understand. The activities are supporting a circular business model innovation and 

the phases of innovation adoption. The activities are also helping SMEs to gain knowledge about CE, 

initiate ideas, create roadmaps, implement pilot projects, overcoming barriers, create a circular 

business model, matchmaking, find actors to collaborate with, etc. Looking at the experiences of the 

intermediaries, those actors are supporting SMEs in the best possible way, but there are other factors 

influencing the transition. Yes, we can inspire, support, and help businesses and people understand 

the current and upcoming risks and challenges. But as long as the capitalistic linear system is 

working, a majority won’t transition because there’s not a big enough reason why. One way to 

accelerate the circular transition could therefore be to combine a positive CE narrative (including 

profitability, business opportunities, etc.), with a policy development that drives and enables a 

circular transition, and a comprehensive collaboration on different levels (local, regional, national, 

and international and between different sectors and governmental agencies).   

The complexity of CE also requires new types of collaborations and networking, it requires sharing 
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knowledge, a culture of doing it together, and the understanding of a new business logic. What 

became clear during the interview study, was that the key aspect of circular transition for SMEs was 

the aspect of collaboration. Not only collaboration between companies themselves but also 

collaborations on a local, regional, and national level, between research and practice but also 

collaboration and knowledge sharing between business developers, policy developers , and other 

actors who enable a circular transition. It’s of course easier said than done, but to enable this overall 

collaboration, there’s a need for a comprehensive facilitator or coordinator on different levels 

(national, regional, and local, or micro-, meso- and macro level) that can unify the national transition. 

We have to get more companies to go from inspired to action and we need more companies  to 

understand the benefits of CE. The Delegation of Circular Economy is a good start for accelerating 

the circular transition in Sweden and hopefully, it continues to coordinate needed collaborations and 

networks for harmonizing policy development and support on both micro-, meso- and macro-level. 

To conclude this study, the following recommendations can be considered when working with SMEs 

circular transition in Sweden: 

1. Highlight opportunities and drivers for adopting CE in a way that SMEs can relate to. ( E.g., 

business opportunities, inspire with other successful business cases , and use a language on 

their level) 

2. Use unused potential: educate already established practitioners and business developers in 

CE (they already know SMEs needs and situations and SMEs already trust them) 

3. Collaborate and coordinate on micro-, meso- and macro-level to enable the national circular 

transition. 

4. Focus on policy development that enables CE. (E.g., economic incentives, decrease 

obstructing laws and regulations). 

5. Use policies and regulations to accelerate CE (a majority won't do it voluntarily).   

6. Provide governmental and regional funding and support to decrease risks for those adopting 

CE. 

6.1. Contribution and Future Research 

This study aims to contribute to a general understanding of the current situation of CE in practice for 

SMEs in Sweden. With the provided recommendations in the conclusion, this study could also be 

seen as solution-oriented research for CE transition, which is according to Velenturf and Jopson (2019) - 

a desirable shift in research focus. Even though this explorative study was based in a Swedish context, the 

complexity of CE transition and context-specific barriers and drivers might be interesting to explore in other 

contexts as well. Since several regulations (like EU regulations) affect different countries, it could be 

interesting to explore if drivers and barriers related to EU regulations affect different countries differently. 

Based on the findings in this study, recommendations for future research are the following: 

- What would motivate SMEs to transform and adopt CE? (E.g., what would persuade them: 

do they need a better understanding of the results and benefits, would they consider adopting 

CE if they got compensated for the lost revenue while working with a pilot project, is it only 

policy and regulations that would make them adopt CE, etc.) 

- Would consequences of global crisis (like pandemics, wars, climate change, etc.) be enough 

of a motivator for SMEs to voluntarily initiate a circular transition? 

- A study focusing on companies that have been part of a CE project, CE network or initiated 

and created a circular business model. What happened after the activity was finished, did they 

go back to business as usual, or did it become action? 

- What would established business developers need in order to support companies with a CE 

transition?   
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10. Appendix 

10.1. Appendix A: Barriers and Drivers for Circular Economy 

in Previous Literature 

1. Unlocking circular business: A framework of barriers and drivers (Tura et al., 2019) A multiple-case 

study of four medium-sized or large companies headquartered in Finland.  

Classification Barriers Drivers 

Environmental  
• Global trend to minimize negative 

environmental impacts 

• Resource scarcity (fossil fuels, waste 

material) 

Economic 
• High initial investment costs  

• Scarcity of raw material, assets or 

infrastructure  

• Dominance of economic indicators 

in decision making  

• Cost savings 

• Potential to create value from waste 

and production side streams 

• Potential for new service business 

development 

Social 
• Region-specific and (local) cultures 

hamper the implementation of new 

solutions 

• Conservativeness in business 

practices (e.g. waste management 

industry)  

• Lacking or uncertain customer 

needs 

• Increasing awareness of 

sustainability needs  

• Increased external demand for 

sustainability 

• Societal development projects e.g. 

industry roadmaps supporting 

sustainable development 

Institutional 
• Region-specific laws and 

regulations against CE solutions  

• Conflicts of interest and 

fluctuations in taxes and 

governmental subsidies - high 

future uncertainty  

• Directing laws and EU regulations 

create a demand for new solutions 

• ISO -standard development for solid 

recovered fuels 

Technological 

& 

Informational 

• Increased technical difficulty in 

handling CE material flows (lower 

homogeneity of raw material)  

• Lack of compatible technologies 

and high technological uncertainty  

• Lack of practices and systems for 

collecting, sharing and utilizing CE 

information  

• Emerging process technologies 

support CE business 

• Enhanced information sharing and 

management technologies support 

the creation of new services, 

increase transparency and enable 

more efficient processes 

Supply chain 
• Conflict of interest, values and 

modes of operation between 

different stakeholders  

• No clear responsibilities and 

ownerships in CE projects  

• Validating and verifying all 

environmental effects is a challenge 

for transparency and analytics  

• Increasing the transparency of the 

supply chain  

• Increased availability of knowledge 

and technological resources through 

collaboration 

Organizational 
• Incompatibility with existing 

(linear) operations and development 

targets  

• Conflicts with existing business 

culture  

• Silo thinking and fear of risks 

• CE innovations foster a sustainable 

company brand 

• Changed organizational structure, 

strategy and culture to support CE 

• Development of skills and 

capabilities for CE 
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• Flexible decision making and 

product/service development models 

 

2. ”Barriers to the Circular Economy: Evidence From the European Union (EU)” By Kirchherr et al. (2018). 

A study based on 47 interviews with CE experts (from business, academia and government) followed by a 

large-N survey. Respondents were from within the EU, being 153 businesses and 55 government officials  

Classification Barriers 

Cultural 
• Hesitant company culture  

• Limited willingness to collaborate in the value chain  

• Lacking consumer awareness and interest  

• Operating in a linear system  

Regulatory 
• Limited circular procurement  

• Obstructing laws and regulations  

• Lacking global consensus  

Market 
• Low virgin material prices  

• Lacking standardization  

• High upfront investment costs  

• Limited funding for circular business models  

Technological 
• Lacking ability to deliver high quality remanufactured products  

• Limited circular design  

• Too few large-scale demonstration projects  

• Lack of data e.g. on impact 

 

3. ”Getting the ball rolling: an exploration of the drivers and barriers towards the impleme ntation of bottom-

up circular economy initiatives in Amsterdam and Rotterdam” by Russell, Gianoli and Grafakos (2020). A 

multiple-case study of twelve circular initiatives, each conducted by enterprises with <50 employees, in 

Amsterdam and Rotterdam. The identified critical factors are influencing the implementation as a barrier, 

driver or both. 

Critical factors Act as both barrier and driver (depending 

on implementation stage) 

Act as only 

driver 

Financial 
• Win-win expectations  

 

Institutional 
• Institutional networks  

• Domestic market structure  

• Commitment of private sector 

stakeholders 

• External economic environment 

 

Policy and regulatory 
• City targets & objectives  

• Laws and regulations 

• Taxes 

Technical and knowledge 
• Skills and knowledge • Infrastructure 

• Technology 

Social 
• Leadership and coordination  

• Awareness of CE 

• Wide appeal 

• Media 

 

4. ”Implementation of Circular Economy Business Models by Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs): 

Barriers and Enablers” by Rizos et al. (2016). A multiple -case study of 30 circular initiatives among 

European SMEs. No specific categorization of barriers and enablers, only examples. 
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Barriers Enablers 

• Lack of support from the supply and demand 

network  

• Lack of capital  

• Lack of government support  

• Administrative burden  

• Lack of technical know-how  

• Lack of information  

• Other barriers  

• Company environmental culture 

• Company environmental culture 

• Networking 

• Support from the demand network 

• Financially attractive 

• Recognition 

• Personal knowledge 

• Government support 

 

5. ”A systematic review on drivers, barriers, and practices towards circular economy: a supply chain 

perspective” by Govindan & Hasanagic (2018). The study provides an analysis of the drivers, barriers and 

practices that influence the implementation of the circular economy in the context of supply chains through a 

systematic review. 

Classification 

of barriers 

 Classification 

of drivers 

 

Governmental 

issues 

• Lack of standard systems for 

performance assessment 

• Recycling policies that are 

ineffective to obtain high quality 

• New laws that are passed with 

insufficient coordination and 

existing laws that do not support 

the circular economy. 

Policy and 

economy 

• Laws concerning 

product take back 

and economy growth 

Economic 

issues 

• Financial and economic barriers 

related to the implementation of 

the circular economy in a supply 

chain. 

Health 
• Increasing animal 

and public health 

Technological 

issues 

• Technological limitations, 

managing uncertainty at the end-

of-life phase for products, 

managing product quality 

through the lifecycle of a 

product, design challenges to 

create or maintain durability, etc 

Environmental 

protection 

• Climate change 

• Quality of 

agriculture 

• Protection of 

renewable resources 

Knowledge 

and skills 

issues 

• Lack of reliable information 

• Lack of public awareness 

• Lack of skills 

• Lack of consumer awareness to 

the value of refurbished products. 

Society 
• Population growth 

• Urbanization 

• Job creation 

potential 

• Consumer awareness 

Management 

issues 

• Lack of support from top 

management 

• Other issues have a higher 

priority in enterprises and within 

the organisational structure 

Product 

development 

• Improving the 

efficiency of 

materials and energy 

use 

• Increasing the value 

of products 

Circular 

economy 

framework 

issues 

• Other solutions might be more 

favourable than the circular 

economy framework. 
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Culture and 

social issues 

• Lack of enthusiasm towards 

enacting the circular economy 

• Consumer perception towards 

reused products and the thrill of 

purchasing a new product 

  

Market issues 
• Externalities that prevent 

companies from taking advantage 

of refurbished products 

• Regulations around ownership  

• No industry standards on 

refurbishment products. 

  

 

6. ”Drivers and barriers of circular economy business models: Where we are now, and where we are 

heading” by Hina et al. (2022). Analyzed 126 studies and classified themes for drivers and barriers to 

circular economy business model. 

Categories Barriers/drivers 

Internal barriers 
• Company policies and strategies 

• Financial barriers 

• Technological barriers 

• Lack of other resources 

• Collaborations 

• Product design 

• Internal stakeholders 

External barriers 
• Consumer-related barriers 

• Legislative and economic barriers 

• Supply chain-related barriers 

• Social, cultural and environmental barriers 

Internal drivers 
• Organisational drivers 

• Resource availability and optimisation drivers 

• Financial drivers 

• Product and process development drivers 

External drivers 
• Policy and regulations related to drivers 

• Supply chain drivers 

• Society and environment as drivers 

• Stakeholder pressure as a drivers 

• Infrastructure-related drivers 
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10.2. Appendix B: Interview Guide 

Introductory questions: 

 

- Can you tell me a little bit about your current role and for how long you’ve been working with 

supporting SMEs in CE? 

 

- More specifically, for how long have you’ve been working with questions related to CE (can also be 

related to waste management, product development, resource efficiency etc.)? 

 

- Can you tell me a bit about your company/organization and how you generally work regarding 

supporting SMEs with a circular transition? 

 

- If we compare a “sustainable transition” with a “circular transition” for SMEs, do you recognize any new 

needs that are specifically connected to CE? 

 

Questions focused on educating/coaching/supporting: 

 

- When you coach/support SMEs in CE, what can such an activity look like and what’s usually the 

purpose? 

 

- Can you give an example of how a support activity can look like (who participates, what is the structure, 

what are you doing etc.)? 

 

- Is there a specific goal with these activities? 

 

-  In what ways can a support activity help SMEs with a circular transition? 

 

- If we focus on CE specifically, what do you think is important to think about when educating/coaching 

SMEs in circular transition 

- Are there any specific areas of CE that you coach in or is it general and holistic? 

 

- In your role, what is easy and/or difficult when supporting SMEs in a circular transition?  

- Do you feel like you have enough knowledge regarding CE in order to help SMEs with a 

circular transition? 

 

Questions focused on SMEs:  

 

- What SMEs are approaching you and what do they generally need help with (e.g. branch, sector, size, 

previous knowledge about CE or new to CE) 

 

- What barriers and drivers do companies generally face when it comes to circular transition?  

 

- What knowledge/competencies/abilities do you experience that SMEs mainly need for being able to 

work with CE? 

 

- In your experience, what works well and what works poorly when SMEs start working with CE? 

 

Questions focused on change management: 

 

- In your experience, how does one in general operate an effective transformation process/ change 

management in a SME?  

 

- What effects/results have you experienced after SMEs have completed/participated in an activity (e.g. 

new circular business model, new products, changed materials etc.)?  
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-  Do you feel like some support activities (lectures, workshops) can be better or worse when it comes to 

supporting SMEs with a circular transition? 

 

- If we’re about to realise a circular transition, it’s not enough with inspiring companies, we need to see 

action as well. How do you think we can give SMEs the right conditions/competencies so that they can be 

a part of the circular transition?  

 

- Can you tell me about the approaches/methods and models you use when supporting SMEs with 

adopting CE? 

 

Concluding questions: 

 

- In your role as an actor who supports SMEs with adopting CE, is there something that would ease your 

work?  

 

- If we look at a national circular transition, what efforts do you think will be important/give best effect 

when it comes to getting as many SMEs on board as possible in the circular transition 

 

- If you would request something from the government that would make it easier for SMEs to adopt CE, 

what would that be?  

 

- Is there something that I forgot to ask, that you think is important to bring into the discussion?  

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


