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Abstract 

Recently, scholars are highlighting the potential of digital platforms to enable the Circular 

Economy and are calling for more research on the topic. Furthermore, an increasing number of 

digital platforms are emerging that show promise for economic success, while pursuing 

environmental goals. In this regard, this study aims at establishing a potential mutual 

beneficiency between digital platforms and the Circular Economy, i.e., how digital platforms 

can enable a Circular Economy and if a circular value proposition can benefit digital platforms 

by increasing the behavioral intention of consumers to use them in the first place. 

To measure the behavioral intention of consumers, we developed an extended version of the 

Theory of Planned Behavior through theory and focus interviews. Through this framework, we 

found that a circular value proposition has indeed a positive impact on the behavioral intention 

of a consumer to join a digital platform. Specifically, analyzing the data of our convenience 

sample in Scandinavia and Germany (n=322) with Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), 

showed that the consumers in our survey have a positive attitude towards platforms with a 

circular value proposition; a perceived ease of using circular platforms; a perceived moral 

obligation to act sustainably and pronounced environmental concern – all positively impacting 

their intention to use a circular platform. Moreover, the construct social norm showed no 

statistically significant effect on the behavioral intention of an individual. 

To assess how digital platforms can enable the Circular Economy, we directed platform theory 

to the goals and principles of the Circular Economy in unison with practical insights from an 

expert interview. As such, we posit that digital platforms can in fact enable the Circular 

Economy in several ways: Namely, as marketplaces enabling resource loops (1), engines for 

circular innovations (2), information channels educating consumers (3), hosts for circular 

ecosystems (4), and through network effects as the driving force for sustainable growth on 

platforms with a circular value proposition (5). As such, by showing how digital platforms can 

enable the Circular Economy and by demonstrating that a circular value proposition does 

benefit platforms, we establish a mutual beneficiency between digital platforms and the Circular 

Economy. Lastly, we also shed a light on our findings from an international business 

perspective, highlight both practical and theoretical implications of our findings, and present 

avenues for future research. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background on the Topic 

‘Take-make-use-dispose’ – In our current global economic model, natural resources are 

extracted, processed, consumed, and ultimately disposed of in landfills or incineration plants 

(Stahel, 2016; Zeiss et al., 2021). Although economically viable, scientists have already been 

warning of the detrimental effects of climate change and environmental destruction induced by 

our economic model and continuously been calling for a sustainable transformation for decades 

(Ripple et al., 2020). Nevertheless, at this point driven by a ‘bigger-better-faster’-syndrome, 

humanity is still consuming as if we had the resources of 1.6 planets (Global Footprint Network, 

n.d.). Moreover, if humans continue to consume natural resources at the current level, we will 

go above the earth maximal loading and will need a ‘second earth’ by 2030 (IPCC, 2019; WWF, 

2010). Given this challenge, scholars, practitioners, and politicians alike are increasingly 

highlighting the need to rethink our current linear model and promote a transition to a circular 

economic model to fight climate change and the detrimental effects to the environment (EMF, 

2015; Geissdoerfer et al., 2020; Kirchherr et al., 2017). In this regard, it has been argued that 

the 1.5°C goal of the Paris Agreement can only be achieved by a transformation to a Circular 

Economy, as both the low-carbon and circular agenda are “complementary and mutually 

supportive” (Circle Economy, 2020, p.13). For instance, the European Commission passed the 

European Circular Economy package in 2015 that pursues the goal to foster Europe's transition 

to a Circular Economy across the full lifecycle of products – from production, consumption to 

waste management and the market for secondary raw materials (European Commission, 2015). 

In essence, the Circular Economy aims at replacing the ‘take-make-use-dispose’ or ‘cradle to 

grave’ approach of the linear economy with a ‘cradle to cradle’ economic system that is 

restorative and regenerative by design (Braungart et al., 2007; EMF, 2015). Hence, actors of 

the Circular Economy seek to keep products, components, and materials at their highest utility 

and value at all times through technical and biological loops in order to decouple economic 

activity from the consumption of finite resources and to systematically design out waste (ibid.). 

However, despite its increasing relevance, the Circular Economy is currently only in its early 

stages (State of Green, 2018). According to the 2020 Circularity Gap Report, which calculates 

and distinguishes the global resource footprint between extracted and cycled resources, shows 

that only 8.6% of the global resource consumption is circular (Circle Economy, 2020). 
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In fact, a global transition to a Circular Economy requires a transformation on a systemic level 

and collaboration between all actors within the society (EMF, 2015; Ghisellini et al., 2016; 

Kirchherr et al., 2017). Thus, Konietzko et al. (2020a) posit that for a transition to a Circular 

Economy, not only innovation of products and business models, but also, and more importantly, 

innovations within the whole ecosystem of a company are necessary. Moreover, in the last 

years, an increasing number of scholars are highlighting the potential of emerging digital 

technologies such as Blockchain, Internet of Things or digital platforms as an enabler of the 

Circular Economy (e.g., Antikainen et al., 2018; Bressanelli et al., 2018; Casado-Vara et al., 

2018). Particularly digital platforms are currently revolutionizing the business landscape. For 

instance, platforms like Uber are conquering traditional markets like the taxi industry without 

owning a single car (Parker et al., 2016). Furthermore, the world's most valuable public firms, 

with the likes of Apple, Facebook, or Alibaba, have all platform-based business models, to the 

extent that authors even refer to a ‘platform economy’ (Cusumano et al., 2020). But what 

explains the success of these digital platforms? 

By matching supply and demand, platforms enable value-creating interactions between 

different sides of the platform, for instance between ‘producers’ and ‘consumers’ that could 

otherwise not interact with each other (Gawer, 2014). Hence, platforms facilitate the exchange 

of goods, services or a social currency. As such, platforms connect people, organizations, and 

resources in an ecosystem, in which value can be created and exchanged (Jacobides et al., 2020; 

Parker et al., 2016). Furthermore, it is argued that network effects are "the key driver of value 

creation and source of competitive advantage in a platform business" (Parker et al., 2016, p. 

17). Essentially, the value for individual users increases with the number of other users joining 

the platform (Evans, 2003; Gawer & Cusumano, 2014; Shapiro et al., 1998). 

Besides that, the phenomenon of a ‘platform economy’ can also be observed in connection to 

the Circular Economy. A growing number of business cases illustrate positive environmental, 

economic, and social impact of circular innovations on platforms (State of Green, 2018). In 

Europe, for instance in Scandinavia and Germany, numerous firms such as ‘TooGoodtoGo’ or 

Schibsted’s ‘Finn.no’ (Schibsted, 2021; Terisse, 2019), have emerged with a platform-based 

business model with a circular value proposition. In general, a firm’s value proposition caters 

to a specific customer segment by solving a customer problem or by satisfying a customer need 

with selected products and/or services. Essentially, it is the reason why a customer chooses one 

company over another (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). In the context of designing circular 
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business models, Lewandowski (2016) states that "value propositions offered by circular 

products [enable] product-life extension, product-service system, virtualized services, and/or 

collaborative consumption. Moreover, this component [the circular value proposition] 

comprises the incentives and benefits offered to the customers for bringing back used products." 

(p. 20). Hence, in addition to a generic value proposition, we define a circular value proposition 

as a value proposition that also embodies the principles of the Circular Economy and thus 

contributes to slowing and closing the loop (Bocken et al., 2016; Manninen et al., 2018). 

Further, we refer to platforms that adopt a circular value proposition as circular platforms. 

1.2 Problem Delimitation 

1.2.1 Criticism of the Sharing Economy 

Also, within academia several authors have highlighted the enabling role of digital platforms 

for the Circular Economy (e.g., Antikainen et al., 2018; Berg & Wilts, 2019; Konietzko et al., 

2019; Lewandowski, 2016). Despite this development and given the prominence of firms like 

Uber, a great plethora of research on the environmental sustainability of platforms has so far 

been focused on platforms of the Sharing Economy. Moreover, authors argue that platform 

research beyond economic motives has been scarce (Konietzko et al., 2019; Zeiss et al., 2021). 

Proponents of the Sharing Economy argue that these platforms contribute to the Circular 

Economy by enabling under-used physical goods to be shared or reused, thus reducing their 

excess capacity (EMF, 2015; Kathan et al., 2016; Pouri & Hilty, 2020). In addition, it has been 

highlighted that the rise of the Sharing Economy could promote new consumption patterns, 

detaching traditional consumption motives of individuals from ownership to collective sharing 

(Botsman & Rogers, 2010; Prothero et al., 2011). Thus, in line with principles of the Circular 

Economy, this paradigm shift is argued to lead to a decrease in demand for consumer goods. 

As such, Schwanholz & Leipold (2020) conceptualize the Sharing Economy as part of the 

Circular Economy, as the reuse through sharing prolongs a product's lifetime and thus increases 

its efficiency (slowing the loop). 

However, there is increasing attention regarding "the dark side of the Sharing Economy" 

(Schäfer, 2019). Mainly, scholars are arguing that collaborative consumption does not 

necessarily have a positive impact on the environment or society per se (e.g., Briceno et al., 

2005; Frenken & Schor, 2019; Hollingsworth et al., 2019; Martin, 2016). Interestingly, Frenken 



“Digital Platforms in the Circular Economy” –  Introduction 

4 

& Schor (2019) also find that there is a lack of empirical evidence for the eco-friendly notion 

of the Sharing Economy. As such, in recent years, many authors have criticized the potential 

rebound effects and negative externalities of the Sharing Economy. 

On the one hand, a direct rebound effect, also known as ‘Jevons-Paradox’ (Jevons, 1866) has 

been identified. Essentially, products and services of sharing platforms tend to become cheaper, 

faster, and more convenient to access for consumers. This usually leads to an increase in 

demand and consumption of these products, potentially cancelling out the positive effect of 

collaborative consumption. On the other hand, it is argued that consumers might use savings in 

time and money for the consumption of less resource-efficient goods and services (indirect 

rebound effect) (Frenken & Schor, 2019; Plepys & Singh, 2019; Pouri & Hilty, 2018). For 

instance, ‘ride-sharing’ or rather ‘ride-sourcing’ services like Uber are so far not reducing 

private car ownership, while inducing energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions from 

travel (Jin et al., 2018). In line with this, Martin (2016) critically assesses the economic 

orientation of platforms in the Sharing Economy, arguing that their activities unlikely lead to 

sustainable development, as unsustainable consumption habits are fostered, while established 

regime interests are protected. For example, many sharing platforms in the mobility sector 

primarily rely on the existing, unsustainable infrastructure such as fossil-fuel-based vehicles 

(Konietzko et al., 2019). 

1.2.2 Development of the Research Questions 

Given this criticism, there have been several calls for more research on digital platforms for the 

Circular Economy in order to understand how digital platforms can better be utilized for 

economic, environmental, and social sustainability (Konietzko et al, 2019; Zeiss et al., 2021). 

Thus, one goal of this thesis is to contribute to the discussion on how digital platforms can 

enable the Circular Economy. As such, we need to understand how digital platforms can be 

utilized through a circular value proposition and contribute to the Circular Economy. 

Conversely, we also need to understand how a circular value proposition can benefit a platform 

in the first place. 

Research on platforms has highlighted that in order to ‘ignite’ and become a viable platform 

that benefits from direct and indirect network effects, platforms need to achieve a critical mass 

of users. Essentially, this means that a sufficient number of users on both sides needs to be 

attracted such that enough value is created to attract more users on each side. However, without 
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achieving this critical mass, platforms face a downward spiral of decreasing adoption and will 

likely ‘implode’ (Evans, 2009, 2013; Evans & Schmalensee, 2010). Thus, it is argued that 

attaining its first users is a critical business problem for any platform (Evans, 2009). 

In essence, consumers as well as other actors within the ecosystem such as producers will only 

join a platform – and vice versa, if they are assured that others will do so as well (Eisenmann, 

2008). As a result of this phenomenon, platform literature discusses the existence of Catch-22 

dilemmas that platforms face to attain a critical mass (Caillaud & Jullien, 2003; Evans & 

Schmalensee, 2010). In general, a Catch-22 dilemma can be described as follows: A party 

usually finds itself in a [Catch-22] dilemma, when it needs to undertake two actions, where 

each of them depends on the other one to be completed first (Eisenmann, 2008). 

On the one hand, originating from economics literature, the issue of mobilizing a critical mass 

in a network has been repeatedly illustrated with the metaphor of the 'Penguin'-effect. When 

penguins are gathered at the edge of an ice floe, usually none of them wishes to be the first to 

dive for food, as predators might be awaiting them in the water. Thus, each penguin prefers 

another penguin to test the water first (Forrell & Solaner, 1986, p. 943). However, as soon as 

the first penguins jump into the water, other penguins will be motivated to jump as well. In the 

context of platforms, this means that as soon as the first users adopt a platform, other users will 

also be attracted to join the platform. Eventually, a critical mass is achieved such that network 

effects arise and other users will also be attracted in a self-enforcing feedback loop (Thun et al., 

2000). On the other hand, platforms face a ‘Chicken-or-egg’-problem, particularly when 

connecting multiple sides of the platform. As a multi-sided platform's value is driven by indirect 

network effects, a firm “can deliver value to one side of the platform only if there are 

participants on the other side[s] of the platform” (Evans, 2009, p. 3). Hence, when launching 

its service, it is unclear for many platforms which side to target first – the chicken or the egg. 

Producers will only adopt a platform, if they anticipate enough users on the other side to join 

as well. Consumer only derive value from a platform when it offers them a wide array of 

products or complements to choose from (Caillaud & Jullien, 2003; Eisenmann et al., 2006). 

In order to overcome these Catch-22-dilemmas, several platform-launch strategies have been 

suggested in academia such as subsidizing, platform envelopment, exclusivity agreements, or 

focusing on a single target group (e.g., Stummer et al., 2018). For instance, a strategy that is 

commonly pursued by platforms is to subsidize one side of the platform with free or subsidized 
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prices (‘loss side’) in order to attract the other and profit-generating side of the platform 

(‘money side’). Marketplaces such as Amazon usually attract consumers with free access, while 

participating companies (‘producers’) need to pay fees (Eisenmann et al., 2006; Hagiu, 2015). 

Other authors, however, argue that in line with traditional strategy discussions (cf. Porter, 

1980), platforms should focus on a specific market segment such as a single customer group 

within an industry or area (Stummer et al., 2018). By reducing the market size and thus the 

potential critical user mass, multi-sided platforms can achieve higher levels of differentiation 

and platform performance in this segment, while increasing the overall expectation that more 

platform user will adopt the platform in the future (Cennamo & Santaló, 2013). 

In this regard, platforms need to primarily attract consumers that are open to try out new things, 

the so-called ‘early-adopters’, that gain particularly high value by participating in the platform 

(Evans, 2013). In fact, it has been shown that particularly ‘early-adopters’ attain high utility 

from a platform's offering, making attracting them a pivotal task for triggering network effects 

(Swann, 2002). This also aligns with research on innovation that states that the diffusion of 

innovations – whether it be of ideas, products, or technologies – requires ‘early-adopters’ that 

enjoy being at the frontier of new inventions. Following an S-curve plotted over a length of 

time, it is argued that, after successfully targeting early adopters, innovations eventually diffuse 

among the ‘early-majority’ and achieve significant adoption and market share (Rogers, 2010). 

To achieve this, Evans & Schmalensee (2010) find that attaining a critical mass depends on 

customer behavior and the distribution of customer tastes, such that firms need to learn and 

understand the consumer demand before a platform's launch. Furthermore, a platform can 

become viable by attracting consumers that are under-served in existing platform markets 

(Suarez & Kirtley, 2012). Even within single platform markets that are dominated by one 

platform, it is argued that focusing on a specific subset of market can build a large enough 

critical mass to achieve platform growth (Evans, 2013). Thus, launching its service by targeting 

one side of the platform, the consumer, it can be argued that platforms can create a strong value 

proposition that benefits this single set of users (Parker et al., 2016). In the context of the 

Circular Economy, this entails a strong circular value proposition on the platform for a specific 

subset of the market – the environmentally friendly consumer. 

Thus, given the fact that this thesis does not examine one platform in particular, but platforms 

with circular value propositions in general, and Stummer et al. (2018) posit that the success of 
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different platform strategies depend on the platform-specific context, it can be argued that a 

viable strategy to reach critical mass is to attract a single target group of users – in our context 

environmentally-friendly consumers. However, to the best of our knowledge, the issue of 

attracting a critical mass of users and overcoming the outlined ‘Catch-22’-dilemma with a 

circular value proposition has not been addressed in connection to digital platforms and the 

Circular Economy. As such, in order to address this gap and better understand whether 

platforms can benefit from adopting a circular value proposition on the one hand, and to account 

for the research calls to extend the current literature on the enabling role of digital platforms 

for the Circular Economy on the other hand, we identify the following research question: 

Main Research Question (RQ) 

“How can digital platforms and the Circular Economy mutually benefit each other?” 

More specifically, our research question is elucidated using two sub research questions that are 

defined as follows and visually illustrated in Figure 1: 

RQ1: 

What impact has a circular value proposition on the behavioral intention  

to join a digital platform? 

RQ2: 

How can digital platforms facilitate for the goals and principles of the Circular Economy? 

 

 

Figure 1. Illustration of the Research Questions (Source: Self-Developed by the Authors) 
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1.2.3 Approach to Research Questions 

To address RQ1, we examine the impact of a circular value proposition on the behavioral 

intention of consumers to join a digital platform with particular focus on individuals within 

Scandinavia and Germany. We aim to investigate this by using extended version of the Theory 

of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), which has been developed through theory and focus 

interviews. In connection to circular consumption, the Theory of Planned Behavior has been 

proven to be a reliable predictor of behavior (Camacho-Otero et al., 2018). Moreover, for 

several reasons it can be argued that taking a consumer-centric approach, investigating the 

behavioral intention of consumers to join a digital platform leads to more actionable insights 

than for instance assessing incentives of businesses to join a platform. First, our thesis does not 

assess a specific platform, but platforms with circular value propositions in general. Thus, the 

value of a platform for so-called ‘producers’ (i.e., companies) is highly dependent on the nature 

of the platform and the number of users (i.e., consumers) joining the platform. Second, in recent 

years consumer habits have changed towards pro-environmental behavior (e.g., Testa, Pretner, 

et al., 2020). Furthermore, Ruangkanjanases et al. (2020) highlight that the actions of firms and 

regulatory authorities are driven by the pressure of increasing environmental awareness and 

green consumption of consumer. Antikainen et al. (2018) acknowledge that consumers are 

central in a transition towards the Circular Economy, as the success of circular products and 

services is dependent on the adoption of consumers. Third, it can be argued that investigating 

consumer intentions to join circular platforms is particularly relevant, also in light of the recent 

debate that consumer sentiment has changed towards environmental issues as a result of the 

Covid-19 pandemic (Unnikrishnan et al., 2020). Last, we argue that identifying underlying 

factors that potentially drive the intention to join a platform with circular value proposition, 

enables us to discuss the implications of how to leverage a circular value proposition for circular 

start-ups and incumbent platforms. 

In order to address RQ2, we discuss how platforms contribute to the theoretical goals of the 

Circular Economy. Furthermore, to account for the systemic concept of the Circular Economy, 

we also shed a light on the topic from an ecosystem perspective. It is pivotal to mention that 

examining RQ2 primarily supplements the discussion and as such extends the findings of RQ1. 

To do so, we conducted extensive desk research of existing theory and available secondary 

data, while collecting primary data with an expert interview. However, given the time constraint 

of this thesis, this data has not been analyzed in a methodologically stringent process. 
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With regards to the expert interview, we interviewed the Head of Sustainability from Schibsted 

to enlarge our knowledge on the emerging topic of circular platforms with practical insights. 

Schibsted is one of the biggest media groups in Scandinavia. Moreover, Schibsted, 

headquartered in Oslo and employing more than 5000 employees worldwide, actively commits 

its business activities and company strategy toward a transition to the Circular Economy. More 

specifically, the Schibsted Group operates numerous leading digital market platforms in the 

Nordics, e.g., in form of second-hand platforms such as ‘Finn.no’ and ‘Shpock’ that follow a 

circular value proposition. Besides that, the firm actively educates customers about the benefits 

of circular consumption for the environment (Schibsted, 2021).  
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2 Literature Review 

The following section reviews the necessary literature on Circular Economy and digital 

platforms in order to provide the conceptual background on the topic, while it also assesses the 

existing literature on the enabling role of platforms for the Circular Economy. 

2.1 The Circular Economy 

2.1.1 Conceptualization of the Circular Economy 

Circular Economy vs. Sustainability 

The concept of the Circular Economy is gaining traction within academia, policy makers and 

businesses alike (Brennan et al., 2015; EMF, 2015; Kirchherr et al., 2017). This is evident in 

an increased number of journals and articles (Kirchherr et al., 2017), initiatives by governments 

and unions (European Commission, 2015), increased attention on the Circular Economy by 

renowned consultancies (Dobson & Favaro, 2020; McKinsey, n.d.) and the escalating 

integration of the Circular Economy into the corporate social agenda (Stewart & Niero, 2018). 

However, the concept of the Circular Economy, although not entirely new, has been diverging 

rather than converging over time (Bocken et al., 2016). This is also contributing to confusion 

and interminglement between sustainability and “circularity”, which is unfortunate as it dilutes 

the significance of the actions related to either one (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Although the two 

terms are not mutually exclusive, it becomes important to distinguish them, as circularity and 

sustainability are separate by design and are ultimately implemented with different intentions 

and consequences (U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, n.d.). 

The Brundtland Commission (1987) provided the most recognized definition of sustainability 

as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (p. 15), while the Circular Economy was conceptualized 

by Stahel and Reday (1976) as a loop economy describing strategies for waste prevention, 

resource efficiency and dematerialization of the economy. The idea of a loop economy has later 

been evolved through contributions of a variety of concepts relating to the idea of closed loops 

(e.g., Cradle-to-Cradle, McDonough & Braungart, 2010). According to Geissdoerfer et al., 

(2017), Sustainability and the Circular Economy share a global perspective that emphasize 

environmental problems on a planetary scale, where cooperation between various stakeholders 

is imperative to sustain living for future generations. However, there are differing goals and 
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motivations to the two concepts. While the Circular Economy aims at a closed loop system that 

eliminates waste and emission leakages, the concept of sustainability is open-ended with a 

multitude of different goals that vary according to the party’s motivations and values. In generic 

terms, sustainability holistically and equally treats the triple bottom line – the environment, the 

economy, and society at large (Elkington, 1997). Conversely, the Circular Economy designates 

economic actors that implement the circular system as primary beneficiaries, while the 

environment benefits through reduced pollution and resource depletion and society are only 

implicit benefits through environmental improvements and other assumptions such as increased 

employment (Webster, 2017). 

The concept of the Circular Economy is therefore of greater interest to our thesis than 

sustainability, as its motive aligns with our aim to establish business implications of 

implementing a circular value proposition on a digital platform. Furthermore, the Circular 

Economy is considered to operationalize the implementation of sustainable development for 

businesses (i.e., digital platforms) (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Murray et al., 2017). In other words, 

it enables moving from vision to implementation. This conceptualization is also further 

defended by the United Nations Environment Programme (2006), which presents the Circular 

Economy as an indispensable condition for sustainable economic growth. 

Definition of the Circular Economy 

The Circular Economy has been widely recognized around the world for a few decades (Hao et 

al., 2020). However, despite the recognition of core features of the Circular Economy such as 

the circular flow of resources, there has been a paucity in the definition of the Circular Economy 

(Korhonen et al., 2018; Skene, 2018). According to Hao et al. (2020) the most famous definition 

of the Circular Economy was introduced by the EMF (2013) as “an industrial economy that is 

restorative or regenerative by intention and design” (p.7). Meanwhile, Hao et al. (2020) add to 

this definition by including the triple bottom line: “a sustainable development approach and an 

economic development model that promotes economic development, protects the natural 

environment, and improves social welfare through the approach of ‘reduce, reuse, and 

recycle’” (p. 1252). However, although in essence correct, we argue that these definitions still 

leave room for interpretation in various contexts. Instead, we argue that the definition of 

Kirchherr et al. (2017) provides the most specific and holistic definition of the Circular 

Economy after an in-depth analysis of 114 definitions: 
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“An economic system that is based on business models which replaces 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” (pp. 224-225). 

We argue that this definition encompasses the widely recognized definition of EMF (2013) in 

addition to providing a ‘system thinking perspective’ representing the interplay between the 

triple bottom line and accepted circular strategies. Ultimately, we argue that this definition best 

represents the conceptualized framework of the Circular Economy through defining its tenets, 

motives and goals. 

2.1.2 Principles and Schools of Thought of the Circular Economy 

Pearce & Turner (1990) conceptualized the Circular Economy by simulating an economy that 

takes the first law of thermodynamics into account. In essence this law states that matter and 

energy cannot be created or destroyed and what resources we use must consequentially end up 

in the environmental system (Čiegis & Čiegis, 2008). Therefore, as long as waste is disposed 

of in appropriate quantities and qualities that are absorbable by the natural environment, we can 

maintain ecosystem homeostasis (Pearce & Turner, 1990). This, although not encompassing all 

the issues of the linear economy, provided the steppingstone for the principles and Schools of 

Thought related to the Circular Economy. The actors of the Circular Economy seek to maintain 

products, components, and materials at their highest utility and value at all times through 

technical and biological loops in order to decouple economic activity from the consumption of 

finite resources and to systematically design out waste (Braungart et al., 2007; EMF, 2015). In 

other words, a Circular Economy changes the ‘take-make-use-dispose’ approach of the linear 

economy through maximizing utilization of material resources and minimizing resource 

expenditure, emissions, waste and pollution (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). 

Although the generic concept of the Circular Economy has been around for a long time, it did 

not become refined and developed until a number of Schools of Thought emerged on the 

subject. The most notable of them according to EMF (2013, 2015) are ‘Cradle to Cradle’ 

(McDonough & Braungart, 2010), ‘Performance Economy’ (Stahel, 2010), ‘Biomimicry’ 
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(Benyus, 1997), ‘Industrial Ecology’ (Lowe & Evans, 1995), ‘Natural Capitalism’ (Hawken et 

al., 2013), ‘Blue Economy’ (Pauli, 2010), and ‘Regenerative Design’(Lyle, 1996). In the scope 

of this thesis, the philosophies of ‘Cradle to Cradle’ together with ‘Natural Capitalism’, ‘Blue 

Economy’, ‘Regenerative Design’ and ‘Performance Economy’ are applied. 

The ‘Cradle-to-Cradle’ philosophy developed by McDonough & Braungart (2010) seeks to 

eliminate the concept of waste through designing lifecycles. It is an opposition to the idea of 

‘Cradle to Grave’ which parallels the ‘take-make-use-dispose’ approach of the linear economy. 

It categorizes all material used in commercial and material processes as technical and 

biological. Through this categorization, the philosophy aims to design life cycles of products 

and materials to be used perpetually in biological and technical metabolisms. In other words, 

there is an emphasis on renewable energy and creating systems to recover value of nutrients 

after consumption or use – as such, waste equals “food”. 

The ideas around ‘Blue Economy’ and ‘Regenerative Design’ are inspired by the same 

philosophy through respectively utilizing or reviving the end-of-life concept of a material or 

product. ‘Blue Economy’ aims at taking advantage of resources available in cascading systems, 

through visualizing the waste of one product to become the input in a new cash flow (Pauli, 

2010). Similarly, ‘Regenerative Design’, inspired by agriculture, applies the agricultural idea 

of designing systems in a regenerative manner to all systems (Lyle, 1996). 

While the focal point of the Cradle-to-Cradle, Blue Economy and Regenerative Design 

philosophy is post-consumption design strategies for reducing waste, ‘Natural Capitalism’ 

refers to the preservation of earth’s natural resources and ecological systems. Through radical 

changes in design for production and technology, this philosophy aims to elongate the 

consumption and extraction of natural resources, ultimately leading to savings in cost, 

investment in capital and more time to implement other principles of the Circular Economy 

(Hawken et al., 2013). 

With the same vision of a closed loop economic system (Circular Economy) that extends 

product-life and prevents waste, Stahel (2010) outlined the idea of a ‘Performance Economy’. 

With an emphasis on selling services rather than products (servitization) in order to impact job 

creation, save resources, prevent waste, and increase economic competitiveness. 

Underpinned by this, the circular model supports the triple bottom line through five circular 

economic principles of designing out waste, building resilience through diversity, using energy 
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from renewable resources, thinking in systems and thinking in cascades (Webster, 2017). 

Thinking holistically in systems, all the Schools of Thought of the Circular Economy promote 

the principles of the Circular Economy and seek to emphasize the value of natural resources 

and the environment. An operationalization of the above, with special emphasis on ‘cradle to 

cradle’, has been developed into the Circular Economy System Diagram, also named the 

Butterfly Diagram (Figure 2). 

Similar to the ‘cradle to cradle’ approach, the model distinguishes between biological nutrients 

(green side; renewable resources) and technical nutrients (blue side; exhaustible resources) 

cycles. The diagram illustrates the creation and participation of systems to recover the value of 

nutrients after use whilst integrating a financial value perspective as well (EMF, n.d.). Simply 

explained, the “wings” or circles of the butterfly represents ideal strategic order to designing a 

circular business. The circles move from the inside and out and emphasize the power of 

‘circling longer’. Indicating that for example, ‘maintaining’ a technical nutrient is ideal 

compared to ‘reuse, refurnish and recycle’ as it holistically requires less capital and resources. 

Moving from a linear to a Circular Economy is a radical change that requires new innovative 

ways of doing business (Bocken et al., 2016). In order to distinguish circular economic models 

from their linear counterpart, there are different categorizations of designs and strategies of the 

Circular Economy building on the circular Schools of Thought (cf. 3.2). 

 

Figure 2. The Butterfly Diagram (Source: EMF, 2015) 
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2.2 Digital Platforms 

2.2.1 Conceptualization of Digital Platforms 

Definition of Digital Platforms 

Given the practical relevance, a large body of theoretical literature on platforms, categorized 

within the network economics literature, has been developed since the early 2000s (e.g., 

Armstrong, 2006; Evans, 2003; Rochet & Tirole, 2003; Rysman, 2009). While earlier research 

embraced definitions of 'one-sided' or 'two-sided' platforms, referring to the number of sides 

connected to the platform (e.g., Rochet & Tirole, 2003; Rysman, 2009), more recent literature 

focuses on the term of 'multi-sided' platforms (Cennamo & Santaló, 2013; Hagiu, 2015). 

A multi-sided platform – also in comparison to a linear business that is organized with upstream 

suppliers and downstream buyers – enables value-creating interactions among a number of 

different platform participants. Essentially, a set of users ('consumers') either interact with each 

other on one side of the platform or interact with different groups of suppliers ('producers') on 

the other side(s) of the platform (Boudreau & Jeppesen, 2015; Parker et al., 2016). For instance, 

the social media platform Facebook connects several sides of its platform such as users, game 

developers, advertisers, and content creators (Sanchez-Cartas & Leon, 2019). As such, 

platforms facilitate the exchange of goods, services or a social currency by providing efficient 

and effective ways to match different sides of the platforms that could otherwise not interact 

with each other (Gawer, 2014; Rangaswamy et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, comparing 'platforms' to linear 'pipeline' businesses, it is also argued that 

platforms shift the logic of strategy and value creation – from internal resource control and 

optimization in a linear business to external resource orchestration and interaction, maximizing 

the value for each actor in a platform's ecosystem (Van Alstyne et al., 2016). Given the holistic 

picture that multi-sided platforms connect people, organizations, and resources in an ecosystem, 

in which a set of actors jointly collaborate to create value (Jacobides et al., 2020; Parker et al., 

2016), we will focus on digital platforms as multi-sided platforms to account for the systemic 

concept of the Circular Economy. Besides that, it is pivotal to establish how platforms differ 

from other (online-) businesses, as firms in an online context are often falsely depicted as 

platforms (Moazed, n.d.). In this line, Hagiu (2015) posits that platforms exhibit two unique 

characteristics (Figure 3). 
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First, as opposed to brick-and-mortar and online resellers that buy products to resell them at a 

higher price to customers, platforms facilitate direct interactions between ‘producer’ and 

‘consumer’ (Hagiu & Wright, 2013). Even prominent platforms like Amazon actually operate 

on a continuum between reseller and platform. As granularly as within certain product 

categories, Amazon resells products, while also providing a marketplace for buyers and sellers 

(ibid.). Second, on ‘multi-sided’ platforms, each group of participants (‘side’) is a direct 

customer of the platform, distinguishing them from product platforms, where the final customer 

is not affiliated with the (product) platform (Hagiu, 2015). For instance, for the company Gore-

Tex, various external producers innovate on a foundation technology to offer different final 

products (from shoes to jackets) to customers (Boudreau & Lakhani, 2009). 

 

Figure 3. ‘Multi-sided’ Platforms (Adapted from: Hagiu, 2015) 

Typology of Digital Platforms 

Given this understanding of what platforms are in theory, and more importantly not, we want 

to introduce a typology of platforms in order to better understand how platforms might act as a 

building block for the Circular Economy. In this regard, bridging the different perspectives on 

platform research, Gawer (2014) identifies two distinctive literature streams on platforms: A 

technological stream that focuses on the technological architecture of platforms and their ability 

to innovate, and an economic stream that primarily sheds a light on platforms as (economic) 

marketplaces. 

Similarly, following the outlined definition of multi-sided platforms, Cennamo (2019) 

introduces three different types of platforms (namely, transaction-, innovation- and information 
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markets) that differ in the way they operate, in terms of what is exchanged on the platform, and 

thus in the factors that define the value of the platform's offering for its participants (and 

ecosystem). 

First, building on the economic stream of the platform literature, 'multi-sided transaction 

markets', or market platforms (Thomas et al., 2014), facilitate transactions by connecting sellers 

with buyers. By doing so, platforms such as eBay, create value for the final customer by offering 

them access to a variety of offerings of independent suppliers in one marketplace, while 

suppliers benefit from a large number of potential customers (Cennamo, 2019). 

Second, rooted in the literature on technological stream of platforms, ‘markets for 

complementary innovation’, or innovation platforms (Teece, 2017), create value by providing 

a core technological architecture, on which other firms build upon to create complementary 

products, technologies or services. Examples for such innovation platforms are mobile system 

platforms such as ‘iOS’, but also many online and offline industry platforms (Cennamo, 2019; 

Gawer & Cusumano, 2014). As opposed to product platforms, where the core technology is 

used to provide different final products to the end consumer, end consumers on innovation 

platforms benefit from an extended range and scope of complementary offers of external firms 

that enlarge the standalone offer of the platform (Cennamo & Santaló, 2019). Thus, due to the 

nature of innovation platforms, the discussion of ecosystems has received particular attention 

in relation to these platforms (Gawer, 2014; Thomas et al., 2014). Essentially, because a great 

variety of firms benefit from a specialization on these platforms, providing complementary 

products, they act as innovation engines (Gawer, 2014), creating value in an ecosystem of 

separate, yet interdependent entities (Jacobides et al., 2020; Teece, 2017). 

Third, in addition to market and innovation platforms, Cennamo (2019) introduces information 

platforms, which create value by channeling information across a distinct group of users. 

Platforms such as search engine platforms like Google Search, peer-to-peer platforms like Trip 

Advisor, or social media platforms like Facebook, facilitate the platforms participants' 

exchange of information. Thus, end users ('consumers') gain access to relevant information, 

while information providers ('producers'), e.g., advertisers or content creators, gain access to a 

large user base for engagement and interactions. 

However, these platform categories are not exclusive, i.e., a platform can pursue different roles 

(market, innovation, or information) at the same time (ibid.). Facebook, for instance, could 
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technically be considered both an information and market platform, as it not only connects users 

and advertisers with personalized content (information), but also offers marketplaces, 

connecting buyers and sellers (market). Further, the focus on ecosystems primarily exists within 

the literature on innovation platforms, such that Thomas et al. (2014) even refers to a ‘platform 

ecosystem stream’. Nevertheless, every platform, regardless of categorization, can operate an 

ecosystem that enables collaboration and competition among different actors (Jacobides et al., 

2020). For instance, even market platforms such as Amazon need to attract e.g., key partners 

such as delivery services in addition to sellers and buyers on its platform (Teece, 2017). 

2.2.2 Network Effects 

After distinguishing platforms in theory, it is crucial to understand that network effects are the 

key source of value creation and market share of a platform (Parker et al., 2016). The basic idea 

of network effects first emerged as part of the theory of network economics in the context of 

adopting telecommunication networks (Kauffman et al., 2000). Rohlfs (1974) argued already 

in the 1970s that the value of a network for subscribers typically increases with the number of 

its adopters. When new users adopt a technology and thus the network grows, it induces 

marginal non-users to join the network as well. Besides that, later seminal work, mainly of Katz 

and Shapiro (1985), gave birth to the literature on network effects (Birke, 2009). More 

specifically, the authors popularized the concept of 'network externalities'. After reaching a 

critical mass, or a sufficient number of users, certain technologies, goods and services, referred 

to as 'network products', exhibit externalities, such that "the utility that a user derives from 

consumption of the good increases with the number of other agents consuming the good" (Katz 

& Shapiro, 1985, p. 424). 

Despite some economists highlighting technical differences between 'network externalities' and 

'network effects', the two terms are often used interchangeably (e.g., Shapiro et al., 1998, p. 13; 

Varian, 2017, p. 2), as the majority of the theory on network effects is in fact based on studies 

of network externalities (cf. Liebowitz & Margolis, 1998). Particularly, the rise of digital 

platforms and their ability to handle complexity and rapidly scale up, while also capturing 

significant value (Abdelkafi et al., 2019), has been explained by a platform’s property of having 

network effects. Thus, it has been largely acknowledged that the 'power of network effects' is 

the driving force of the digital economy (Van Alstyne et al., 2016). 
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Essentially, by connecting different actors on a platform, it has been shown – both theoretically 

and empirically – that the value for each individual actor increases with the number of other 

actors joining the platform (e.g., Birke, 2009; Evans, 2003; Rochet & Tirole, 2003). In general, 

network effects can take two forms to create value for users. 

On the one hand, direct, or one-sided, network effects arise when a user benefits from increasing 

network participation of other users with whom they can interact with (Eisenmann et al., 2006; 

Katz & Shapiro, 1986). For instance, the more users join an information platform such as the 

social network site Facebook, the more attractive the platform becomes for other users. The 

underlying mechanism can be illustrated quite intuitively by Metcalfe’s Law of convex network 

growth. While only one user on a platform allows for no connection, a platform with n users 

creates value for each individual user proportionally to the number of other users. Thus, 

following the derived formula 
𝑛 (𝑛−1)

2
, a network (or platform) with 10 users technically enables 

45 connections, while a network with 100 users can already enable 4950 connections (Parker 

et al., 2016; Shapiro et al., 1998). Interestingly, this relationship explained by Metcalfe’s law 

has also been proven with factual data from Facebook (Zhang et al., 2015). 

On the other hand, for indirect, or two-sided, network effects, different sides of a platform 

mutually benefit from the size and characteristics of the other side. For instance, on a 

marketplace consumer benefit from the number of available producers – and vice versa 

(Boudreau & Jeppesen, 2015; Evans, 2003; Rochet & Tirole, 2003). But how exactly do indirect 

network effects create value then? 

Digital technologies are generative, i.e., that their use and functionality evolve depending on 

how they are connected with and integrated to other products and services (Yoo et al., 2010). 

As such, especially on innovation platforms, indirect network effects increase the number of 

complementary products and services (‘complements’), thus extending the functionality of a 

core good. This not only creates additional value for a customer, but also potentially spurs new 

innovations (Cennamo & Santaló, 2019; Gawer, 2011). For instance, on a mobile system 

platform, the core product (smartphone) can be combined with complements (apps) by users 

based on their needs (Cennamo, 2019). Consequently, the more producers (or complementors) 

join the platform, the more attractive the platform becomes for its consumers, as they have a 

bigger variety of offers to choose from, and thus, they are provided with a better value 

proposition. Figure 4 illustrates how direct and indirect network effects create value for users. 
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Figure 4. Value Creation of Network Effects (Adapted from: Fox, 2020) 

Furthermore, Gawer (2014) argues that “network effects trigger a [positive] self-enforcing 

feedback loop" (p. 1241). Thus, in markets that are centered around platforms and exhibit strong 

network effects, e.g., due to high switching costs, a 'winner-takes-all' outcome can arise. 

Consequently, a platform ‘tips the market’ in its favor due to its large user base and can emerge 

as dominant actors with a strong competitive position (e.g., Caillaud & Jullien, 2003; 

Eisenmann et al., 2006, 2011). 

However, networks effects can be both 'friend and foe', as indirect and direct network effects 

can also be negative, potentially driving away new and existing users (Parker et al., 2016). As 

already indicated, in order for network effects to arise and for a platform to 'ignite', a platform 

needs to achieve a critical mass. Hence, a sufficient number of users on both sides needs to be 

attracted such that enough value for users of each side is created. Without achieving this critical 

mass, platforms likely face a downward spiral of decreasing adoption and possibly risk 

‘imploding’ (Evans, 2009, 2013; Evans & Schmalensee, 2010). Intuitively, the fewer people 

are for example on a social media platform, the less attractive it is for its users, as each user has 

fewer people to connect with. When users start to abandon the platform, it ultimately becomes 

less appealing for both existing and potential new users, resulting in a vicious circle that 

eventually leads to the 'death' of a platform (Parker et al., 2016; Varian, 2017). 

2.3 Digital Platforms for the Circular Economy 

Due to the fast rise of sharing platforms, the majority of academic research regarding the 

environmental sustainability of platforms has so far been centered around platforms of the so-

called 'Sharing Economy' (Konietzko et al., 2019). However, numerous authors advocate for a 

more nuanced assessment of the Sharing Economy (e.g., Frenken & Schor, 2019). As outlined 

in-depth above, it is argued that collaborative consumption does not necessarily have a positive 
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impact on the environment or society per se (e.g., Briceno et al., 2005; Hollingsworth et al., 

2019; Martin, 2016). As such, Pouri & Hilty (2020) argue that sharing in itself might increase 

the efficiency of resource use, but unintended side effects in terms of resource flows as a result 

of sharing platforms need to be considered as well. Thus, the authors conclude that the Sharing 

Economy can both support and undermine the goals of the Circular Economy (ibid.). Given this 

abundant criticism of the Sharing Economy (1.2.1) and the scarcity of platform research on 

intensified product use beyond purely economic motives (cf. Zeiss et al., 2021), researchers 

have more recently turned their focus on the enabling role of digital platforms for the Circular 

Economy. 

As such, Konietzko et al. (2019) conceptualize three roles (namely, market, operate, and co-

create) that digital platforms could play to slow and close the resource loops. First, digital 

platforms could represent a marketplace for products, components, and materials, for example 

by reselling and trading used products and waste material, extending their life cycle and thus 

slowing the loop. Second, platforms might operate and coordinate product-service systems and 

complex service ecosystems, while for example informing actors of maintenance and repair 

needs. Third, digital platforms could foster co-creation and new ways of collaborating and 

participating, for instance by sharing knowledge and information or by creating a platform for 

debating and learning (ibid.). Developing a typology of 'circular’ start-ups1 that are located in 

Randstad, Berlin or London, Henry et al. (2020) find that almost 90% of the platform-based 

start-ups act as marketplaces for excess resources, while only few of the circular platform start-

ups create value by 'co-creating' or 'operations’. The authors also highlight that these circular 

platform marketplaces are mainly within the construction, fashion or home-appliances sector 

(ibid.). 

Furthermore, in the food-waste sector, digital platforms are considered as a major tool to slow 

and close the resource loop (e.g., Corbo & Fraticelli, 2015). In this regard, Mullick et al. (2020) 

quantitatively prove the existence of indirect network effects between 'producers' such as 

restaurants, bakeries or supermarkets, and 'consumers' on a food-waste platform. More 

specifically, the authors identify that the indirect network effects of consumer activity on retail 

 
1 In their paper, Henry et al. (2020) refer to 'circular' start-ups as firms that focus their business model strategy on 

one of the ‘5 Rs’ (Regenerate, Reduce, Reuse, Recycle and Recover). 
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activity are stronger than vice versa, i.e., that a large number of 'consumers' attracts more 

'producers' than the other way around. 

Also discussing the impact of platforms in the food waste industry, Ciulli et al. (2020) posit 

that platforms can act as 'circularity broker' along the food supply chain taking six different 

'brokerage roles'. Platforms can 'integrate', 'mobilize' and ‘connect' different actors along the 

food supply chain such as businesses with consumers (e.g., TooGoodToGo) or consumers with 

consumers (e.g., Olio). Besides that, their activities not only 'protect' food from getting wasted, 

but also 'measure' and 'inform' (i.e., educate) participants about the impact of the platform for 

the environment. Similarly, assessing platforms as marketplaces in a B2B context, Berg and 

Wilts (2019) argue that platforms could solve market inefficiencies and failures for waste and 

recycling materials by providing information. As such, the authors argue that platforms could 

connect different companies along a circular supply chain, enabling the interaction and 

exchange of recycled or refurbished materials to enable reuse and remanufacturing. 

Overall, reviewing the existing literature on digital platforms for the Circular Economy and 

Sharing Economy, we want to pinpoint two take-aways that motivate the research of this thesis: 

First, as a result of the recent emergence of the literature on the topic, numerous authors have 

been calling for more research to solidify the potential of digital platforms as enabler for the 

Circular Economy (e.g., Konietzko et al., 2019; Zeiss et al., 2021). This is motivated by the 

discussion that sharing platforms cannot universally be categorized as (environmentally and 

socially) sustainable. Current literature may have emphasized the power of platforms for the 

Sharing Economy, but largely ignored the inherent criticism in relation to the Circular 

Economy. Thus, this thesis addresses these research calls by extending current literature on 

how the ‘power of platforms’ can specifically facilitate for the goals and principles of the 

Circular Economy (as opposed to the Sharing Economy). 

Second, in order to evaluate the power of platforms for the Circular Economy, one must 

establish that the Circular Economy is also value-creating for digital platforms. Apart from the 

discussion of digital-enabled sharing, it becomes indicative that most of the scholars so far, 

have only focused on conceptualizing how digital platforms could be leveraged as an enabler 

for the Circular Economy. Although developing important insights on the connection between 

digital platforms and the Circular Economy, this has led to a body of research that solely 

highlights the potential of platforms for the Circular Economy, treating the success and survival 
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of a circular platform almost as a self-fulfilling prophecy. As argued above (2.2.2), the primary 

value creation for digital platforms are network effects. However, in the reviewed literature for 

this thesis, only Berg and Wilts (2019) are mentioning the importance of network effects for 

platform survival in a B2B context2, while Mullick et al. (2020) may prove the existence, but 

not the emergence, of indirect network effects for food-waste platform in a B2C context. As 

such, it has been largely ignored that only a small – albeit increasing – number of circular 

platforms exist that have a considerable user base that allows network effects. Given the 

importance of network effects for platform growth and survival, it has been highlighted by 

scholars that attaining its first users is a critical business problem for any platform (Evans, 2009; 

Parker et al., 2016). As such, to become economically viable, also enabling a positive impact 

for the environment, new platforms must attain a sufficient number of users first to generate 

network effects (Evans, 2013). 

Thus, although one might be able to establish how digital platforms facilitate for the goals and 

principles of the Circular Economy (RQ2), it is not given that digital platforms benefit from, 

and therefore seek to adopt a circular value proposition (RQ1). As such, we identify a gap in 

literature with regards to how a circular value proposition can impact a consumer’s behavioral 

intention to join a digital platform. Platform literature argues that with a strong value 

proposition targeted on an underserved market, platforms are able to attract ‘early adopters’ 

and increase the chances of achieving a critical mass (1.2.2). Thus, we wish to investigate if a 

circular value proposition is beneficial to attract consumers to a digital platform. By 

establishing the attractiveness of a circular value proposition on digital platforms, and therefore 

its value-creating potential, we argue that digital platforms have an incentive to participate in 

the Circular Economy (RQ1).  

 
2 Berg and Wilts (2019) argue that B2B marketplaces need to be a profitable business case for participating firms 

in order to achieve critical mass. Essentially, these platforms need to collect information about materials that are 

supposed to be reused or recycled, which requires that materials are identifiable as well as traceable. 
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3 Theoretical Framework 

In the following, we outline the theories that guide this thesis in answering the stated research 

questions. On the one hand, RQ1 will be rooted in the Theory of Planned Behavior that is later 

tested in a survey to establish whether a circular value proposition is attractive on digital 

platforms. On the other hand, the discussion of RQ2 will consist of an expert interview and 

accompanying desk research, with the aim to inform the discussion on what way digital 

platforms facilitate for the goals and principles of the Circular Economy. Conclusively, this 

section will provide a holistic perspective of the mutual beneficiency between digital platforms 

and the Circular Economy with the overarching theory of ecosystems. 

3.1 Theory of Planned Behavior 

3.1.1 Description of the Theory of Planned Behavior 

The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) regards a consumer’s behavior as a dependent variable 

on a consumer’s behavioral intention, where behavioral intention is a function of attitude 

toward the behavior and the subjective norm of the individual (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1975). The 

TRA has been successfully applied to an extensive amount of research estimating behavior and 

behavioral intentions (Fredricks & Dossett, 1983; Prestholdt et al., 1987) and has shown strong 

predictive utility in studies (Sheppard et al., 1988). However, the TRA has been widely 

criticized, as the theory is limited to behaviors over which an individual has control (Hansen, 

2005; Thompson et al., 1994) and does not account for the probability of failing to perform a 

behavioral intention (Sheppard et al., 1988). Researchers (e.g., Sheppard et al., 1988) are often 

interested in situations in which the target behavior is not fully under the individual’s control. 

For instance, the behavioral intention of an individual to join a digital platform with a circular 

value proposition might be impeded by the perception of complexity or resource-requirement 

in the process of joining the platform. Therefore, to deal with these problems, an extended 

framework of the TRA was proposed by Ajzen (1985). The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) 

takes such considerations into account through the addition of ‘Perceived Behavioral Control’ 

as a determinant of behavioral intention. As represented in Figure 5 below, the TPB, as 

developed by Ajzen (1991), suggests that behavioral intention predicts actual behavior through 

three main constructs: ‘Attitude’, ‘Subjective Norm’ and ‘Perceived Behavioral Control’, 

which are described in detail below. 
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Figure 5. Theory of Planned Behavior (Adapted from: Ajzen, 1991; Tommasetti et al., 2018) 

3.1.2 Extending the Theory of Planned Behavior for Circular Consumption 

The TPB is one of the most influential theories to explain consumers' behavior and the reasons 

why individuals decide, and commit, to a particular course of action (Han & Hansen, 2012). 

Furthermore, the TPB is widely recognized comparatively to other behavior frameworks 

through its extensive use over the last thirty years (Ajzen, 2011; Sniehotta et al., 2014). 

We also argue that the TPB is a suitable theoretical framework in our research to investigate 

whether a circular value proposition may have a positive impact on why consumers choose a 

digital platform. However, in many cases of behavioral intention research, it is advantageous 

to supplement or change constructs of the TPB to improve the predictive ability of the model 

to the specific context (Bray, 2008; Kaiser & Scheuthle, 2003). This is also supported by Ajzen 

(1991) who posits that the TPB is "open to the inclusion of additional predictors if it can be 

shown that they capture a significant proportion of the variance in intention or behavior after 

the theory’s current variables have been taken into account” (p. 199). In a literature review on 

circular consumption, Camacho-Otero et al. (2018) found that extended versions of the TPB 

are most frequently used in academia to explain behavioral intentions in relevance to the 

Circular Economy. Furthermore, Rex et al. (2015) argue that the TPB is particularly relevant 

in the context of sustainable behavior, as sustainable choices made by individuals are voluntary 

and based on the information and motivations held by the individual. 

Therefore, taking a consumer’s perspective, this study aims to improve the efficacy of the TPB 

model through an extension with two constructs: ‘Perceived Moral Obligation’ and 

‘Environmental Concern’. Studies suggest that Perceived Moral Obligation needs to be 

considered when examining behavioral intention of an individual (Pomazal & Jaccard, 1976). 

Moreover, Ajzen (1991) asserted that Perceived Moral Obligation should be included in order 
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to increase the predictive power of the TPB in an environmental context. Other authors also 

support the inclusion of Environmental Concern in environmental attitudes research (Hanson, 

2013; Yadav & Pathak, 2016). In this line, findings show that individuals with a high level of 

environmental concern have a more positive attitude toward sustainable consumption behaviors 

(Hanson, 2013; Kim & Choi, 2005; Mostafa, 2007). 

Therefore, we argue that these constructs in unison with the constructs of the TPB, yield higher 

predictive ability of behavioral intention in our context to investigate whether a circular value 

proposition has an impact on the consumers behavioral intention to join a digital platform. 

3.1.3 Hypotheses and Model Development 

Behavioral Intention 

This thesis, in line with literature, considers behavioral intention (BI) as a dependent variable 

on Attitude, Subjective Norm (SN), Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC), Perceived Moral 

Obligation (PMO) and Environmental Concern (EC), where EC has not only a direct effect on 

behavioral intention, but also an indirect effect through the other constructs. 

In the TPB theory (Ajzen, 1985), behavior is directly influenced by ‘the will to perform a 

behavior’ (or intention), which is further supported by previous research (Sheeran, 2002; Webb 

& Sheeran, 2006). According to Brislin and Triandis (1980), behavioral intention can be seen 

as an enabler to perform a certain behavior. Sheeran (2002) further embodies this notion by 

underlining that intention is a key determinant of behavior. In addition, Rezai et al. (2012) 

shows that intention toward sustainable consumption is a critical component of actual behavior 

toward sustainable consumption. Hao et al. (2020) also find the effect of ‘green purchasing 

intention’ to be positive on ‘willingness to purchase in the Circular Economy’, where green 

purchase intention is defined as the intention to purchase environmentally friendly products or 

services. Thus, in the context of sustainable behavior, this study aims to measure the behavioral 

intention of joining a digital platform with a circular value proposition, to indicate the future 

behavior landscape. We wish to focus on the intention to perform a behavior as we assume that 

events such as the Covid-19 pandemic and the effects of global warming will shift consumer 

and business behavior toward more sustainable practices (Unnikrishnan et al., 2020), and this 

will first be evident in the intention to perform such behaviors. 
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Attitude to Behavior 

Attitude is one of the most discussed constructs across studies aimed at identifying the reasons 

why people form certain behavioral intentions (Tommasetti et al., 2018). People’s attitudes 

toward a behavior reflect their “personal beliefs, positive or negative, about enacting a target 

behavior” (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2006, p. 731), this again will affect the extent to which 

individuals perceive that the behavior will lead to a particular outcome (Laudenslager et al., 

2004). The general premise is that the more favorable or positive the attitude in relevance to a 

behavior, the stronger is the intention to perform the behavior under consideration (Cheung et 

al., 1999; Chu & Chiu, 2003; Rex et al., 2015; Shaw & Shiu, 2003). In an environmental 

context, based on the TPB analytical framework, attitudes toward environmental behaviors are 

valid predictors of environmental behavioral intentions (Ajzen, 1991). Furthermore, to the 

effects of environmental attitudes on behavior, research shows that attitudes are the most 

reliable predictor of pro-environmental purchasing behaviors (Schlegelmilch et al., 1996). 

Therefore, it follows that a given behavioral intention, such as the intention to join a digital 

platform with a circular value proposition, can be estimated by analyzing the attitude towards 

that intention (Tommasetti et al., 2018). As such, the following is hypothesized, 

H1. Attitude affects the behavioral intention to join digital platforms with circular value 

propositions. 

Subjective Norm 

Any individual or organization of related groups can exert influence on an individual’s beliefs, 

attitudes, and choices, because individuals are likely to observe the opinions of its surroundings 

(Moutinho, 1987). According to Rex et al. (2015), the ‘Subjective Norm’ (SN) is what 

individuals perceive to be significant to the people who are important to them. In other words, 

an individual’s perceived expectation of what others – important to the individual’s life – expect 

of them, motivates the behavior of an individual (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2006). In general, 

this social pressure originates from family, friends, neighbors, and social groups (Valle et al., 

2005) and being seen to do the ‘right thing’ by one’s environment is also generally preferred 

by consumers. Thus, the more favorable the SN with respect to a certain behavior, the more 

pronounced is the intention of an individual to perform the behavior in question (Ajzen, 1991). 

Ajzen (1989) has consistently employed SN to indicate the perception of social pressure as able 

to influence people’s behavior. In general, the SN appears to play a fundamental role in the 
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formation of people’s behavioral intention with an influence on individual actions (Tommasetti 

et al., 2018). 

In an environmental context, SN has been confirmed to promote pro-environmental intention 

(Wu et al., 2020), and several studies have shown the significant impact of SN on behavioral 

intention (Han et al., 2010; Qi & Ploeger, 2019; Semeijn et al., 2019). For instance, Terrier and 

Marfaing (2015) reported that social norms have a positive impact on consumers’ pro-

environmental behaviors in hotels, such as towel-reuse. Further, it has been demonstrated that 

SN is a strong predictor of consumers’ intention to recycle household waste (Chu & Chiu, 2003; 

Mannetti et al., 2004); to buy environmentally friendly products (Kalafatis et al., 1999); and to 

purchase fair trade grocery products (Shaw & Shiu, 2003). Rex et al. (2015) also confirmed 

that SN has a significant influence on the behavioral intention for sustainable behaviors. In our 

context, social influences can also prevent or encourage individual’s use of new technologies 

(Al Mamun et al., 2018). Individuals are therefore likely to obey their important others’ 

opinions in terms of performing a certain environmental behavior and will behave in accordance 

with the perceived social pressure. If people around an individual are more willing to join a 

digital platform with a circular value proposition, an individual’s willingness to do so will 

increase as well. On the basis of the foregoing discussion, we can assume that people will adopt 

pro-environmental intentions if individuals perceive it to be important to the people around 

them. Hence, the following is hypothesized, 

H2: Subjective Norm affects the behavioral intention to join digital platforms with circular 

value propositions. 

Perceived Behavioral Control 

According to Tommasetti et al. (2018), some empirical studies demonstrate the ability to predict 

behavioral intention with Attitude and SN. In other cases, however, this has not been sufficient 

for predicting behavior. Therefore, the TPB is supplemented with another construct that 

contributes to the prediction of behavioral intention – Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC). 

"PBC reflects the ease of a person’s performing an action and it captures the persons subjective 

assessment of whether they possess the necessary skills, resources, and opportunity to 

successfully perform the action" (Ajzen, 2002; Routhe et al., 2005, as cited in Rex et al., 2015, 

p. 269). 



“Digital Platforms in the Circular Economy” –  Theoretical Framework 

29 

In general, PBC represents factors or challenges that may facilitate or hinder an individual’s 

ability to perform a certain behavior (Ajzen, 1991). In other words, PBC represents how 

people’s behavior is influenced by their confidence in their ability to perform it. In an 

environmental context, the construct PBC has been shown to predict environmental behavior 

(Chao, 2012) and intention to recycle (Cheung et al., 1999; Chu & Chiu, 2003; Knussen et al., 

2004; Mannetti et al., 2004). Previous studies have also shown the significance of PBC on the 

willingness to visit green hotels (Verma & Chandra, 2018) and to buy remanufactured products 

in closed-loop supply chains (Wang et al., 2013). Overall, the purchase intention for 

environment-friendly products increases as a result of a consumer receiving more information 

(higher PBC) related to green characteristics (Ruangkanjanases et al., 2020). 

Hence, the behavioral intention is significantly influenced by the trust that individuals place in 

their ability to execute a certain action (Tommasetti et al., 2018) and a high PBC leads to a 

stronger behavioral intention (Ajzen, 1985). 

In other words, if an individual perceives to have the necessary skills, resources, and 

opportunity to successfully join a digital platform with a circular value proposition, the 

intention to do so increases. Thus, based on the foregoing discussion, we can assume that a 

person will adopt sustainable intentions if it is believed to be easy to perform or adopt. As such, 

the following is hypothesized, 

H3: PBC affects the behavioral intention to join digital platforms with circular value 

propositions. 

Perceived Moral Obligation 

Studies show that the concept of moral obligation has been used interchangeably with moral 

norms, personal norms and internal ethics (Arvola et al., 2008). This paper will henceforth 

conceptualize these terms as Perceived Moral Obligation (PMO). PMO refers to the perceived 

responsibility to perform or not to perform certain behaviors (Ajzen, 1991; Kaiser, 2006). 

Essentially, it represents the belief that acting in a certain way is right or wrong (Manstead, 

2000). Within this construct is the concept of a person’s self-identity, which is important as the 

measure of self-identity improves the explanatory ability in models of behavioral intention. 

Although according to Sparks and Guthrie (1998), prior studies have included moral obligation 

and self-identity as separate variables, it is evident that the two constructs are conceptually 

related (Shaw & Shiu, 2003). Furthermore, the importance of self-identity on behavioral 
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intention has been emphasized by many authors (e.g., Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2006; Shaw & 

Shiu, 2002; Sparks & Shepherd, 1992), as consumers believe that self-identity is reflected in 

the way they address issues. Thus, issues that are important to an individual’s self-identity (e.g., 

environmental or circular issues that are addressed in this paper), can change behavioral 

intention (Shaw & Shiu, 2003). Besides that, both Ajzen (1991) and Beck and Ajzen (1991) 

asserted that PMO increases the predictive power of the TPB. 

In an environmental context, it has been shown that adding PMO to the model increases the 

explanatory power of the TPB-framework in pro-environmental behavior intention (Chan & 

Bishop, 2013; Kaiser, 2006; López-Mosquera et al., 2014). For example, a study by Petschnig 

et al. (2014) found that moral norm has a direct effect on the intention to purchase an alternative 

fuel vehicle. On the basis of the foregoing discussion, if individuals portray themselves as 

highly concerned with the environment and therefore perceive a PMO to live sustainably, then 

it follows that the behavioral intention to join a digital platform with a circular value proposition 

will increase. Hence, the following is hypothesized, 

H4: Perceived Moral Obligation affects the Behavioral Intention to join digital platforms 

with circular value propositions. 

Environmental Concern 

Environmental Concern (EC) is defined as the extent to which people are aware of 

environmental problems and support efforts to solve them, and or indicate a willingness to 

contribute personally to their solution (Dunlap & Jones, 2002). Albayrak et al. (2013) stated 

that EC proved to be one of the most used constructs to study environmental behavior. A 

number of previous studies have shown the significance of EC on predicting environmental 

behavior and in connection to a consumer’s decision-making process (e.g., Diamantopoulos et 

al., 2003; Do Paco & Raposo, 2009; Kim & Han, 2010; Laroche et al., 2001). More specifically, 

the importance of EC on the purchase intention of green products has also been well established 

in theory (e.g., Aman et al., 2012; Pagiaslis & Krontalis, 2014; Tan et al., 2017). For example, 

Irawan and Darmayanti (2012) uncovered a positive relationship between higher green 

purchase intention with students in Indonesian universities when also high in EC. Sang and 

Bekhet (2015) demonstrated that EC has a positive effect on the purchase intention for electric 

vehicles, while Simmons and Widmar (1990) found a positive relationship between EC and 

ecologically responsible behavior in recycling, and Smith and Paladino (2010) found that EC 
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significantly impacts the intention to purchase organic food (Chen & Tung, 2014). Thus, it can 

be argued that EC is a significant construct to determine an individual’s green purchasing 

intention. More specifically, in the context of this thesis, consumers with a high level of EC are 

more likely to join a digital platform with a circular value proposition. 

Besides that, some studies find the effect of EC on green purchase intention to be stronger 

through the TPB constructs (indirect effect): Attitude, SN and PBC (Eckes & Six, 1994; Hines 

et al., 1987; Paul et al., 2016). For instance, Chen and Tung (2014) found a higher positive 

effect of EC on the TPB constructs toward visiting green hotels and Bamberg (2003) found that 

EC has direct effects on SN and PBC in the context of offering students pro-environmental 

brochures on green electricity products. 

On the construct of attitude, several studies have supported the significance of EC on 

environmental attitudes (Hanson, 2013; Yadav & Pathak, 2016) and that consumers with a high 

level of EC have a more positive attitude towards sustainable consumption (Kim & Choi, 2005; 

Mostafa, 2007). On the construct of PBC, studies have shown the relationship between EC and 

consumers’ PBC to be positive (Paul et al., 2016). For instance, Bamberg (2003) discovered 

that consumers’ EC can predict their confidence in their ability to execute energy conservation 

behaviors. 

On the construct of SN, Chen and Tung (2014) and Paul et al. (2016) showed that EC could be 

considered a crucial factor resulting in a higher subjective norm, as EC influences consumers’ 

perceptions of pressure from their important ones on their sustainable consumption behavior. 

Furthermore, Petschnig et al. (2014) reiterated that moral obligations are influenced by beliefs 

about the conditions of the environment, such as EC. Indicating that an individual with high EC 

will likely exert a high PMO to live sustainably. In addition, given that adding PMO to the 

model is expected to increase the explanatory power of the TPB-framework in pro-

environmental behavior intention (Kaiser, 2006) and the EC is historically significant in 

predicting environmentally oriented behavior intention (Kim & Han, 2010), we argue that a 

relationship between EC and PMO exists. Therefore, to better understand consumers intentions 

to join a digital platform with a circular value proposition, this paper will consider both the 

direct and indirect effects of EC on behavioral intentions and the TPB constructs. On the basis 

of the foregoing discussion, an individual with a high level of EC is more likely to have a higher 
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intention to join a digital platform with a circular value proposition. Hence, the following is 

hypothesized, 

H5: Environmental Concern affects the Behavioral Intention to join digital platforms with 

circular value propositions, 

H6: Environmental Concern affects the Attitude toward joining digital platforms with 

circular value propositions, 

H7: Environmental Concern affects the Subjective Norm to join digital platforms with 

circular value propositions, 

H8: Environmental Concern affects the Perceived Behavioral Control to join digital 

platforms with circular value propositions, 

H9: Environmental Concern affects the Perceived Moral Obligation around joining digital 

platforms with circular value propositions. 

Figure 6 summarizes the hypotheses that will be tested quantitatively in the data analysis. 

 

Figure 6. Proposed Research Model (Adapted from: Chen & Tung, 2014; Tommasetti et al., 2018; 

Wang et al., 2018) 

3.1.4 Discussion of Model with Results from Focus Interviews 

The goal of this section is to evaluate the theoretical model as described above. The discussion, 

based on focus interviews, aims at justifying existing constructs of the model, in addition to 

identifying whether additional constructs should have been included in order to increase the 

predictive ability of our model. Table 1 below gives an overview of the focus interview 

participants (see also Appendix 1, 2). To ensure a representative sample population of possible 
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survey participants, the focus interviews have included an equal distribution of gender, age, 

country of residence, level of education and familiarity with the term of Circular Economy. 

 

Table 1. Participants of the Focus Interviews (Source: Self-developed by the Authors) 

 

Discussion of Included Constructs 

The focus interviews collectively confirmed the validity for including the constructs ‘Attitude’, 

‘Environmental Concern’, ‘Perceived Behavioral Control’ and ‘Subjective Norm’. However, 

the focus interviews also provided new insights that question ‘Perceived Moral Obligation’ as 

a valid construct to determine behavioral intention in an environmental context. Earlier in the 

interviews, it was established and suggested by the participants, that joining a digital platform 

with a circular value proposition would saturate an action toward living sustainably. Even so, 

although all the participants indicated a sense of moral obligation to live sustainably, they also 

reflectively stated that this moral obligation did not necessarily materializes into actions. This 

became stated in the form of ‘laziness’ or ‘sloppiness’ that ultimately led to idleness toward 

living sustainably. Nevertheless, we argue that the theoretical arguments for including 

‘Perceived Moral Obligation’ to increase the explanatory power of the TPB-framework in a 

pro-environmental context, is strong enough to include the construct in our model. Moreover, 

by including ‘Perceived Moral Obligation’ in our model we are able to contribute to the 

discussion as to whether or not this construct has a significant effect on the pro-environmental 

behavioral intention as argued in literature (Chan & Bishop, 2013; Kaiser, 2006; López-

Mosquera et al., 2014). Consequently, based on the findings of the focus interviews, all 

theoretically developed constructs will be kept in the model. 

Discussion of Additional Constructs 

The results also emphasized that ‘price’ plays a significant role in the generic decision-making 

process of a consumer. More specifically, the importance of price for the interviewees 
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transpired from the discussion of drivers for joining a circular platform (e.g., for a second hand 

or food waste platform). However, this survey will not include price as a construct for the 

following reasons: 

First, the TPB, as a framework, is not designed to include price and quality as extension to 

explain behavioral intention. One of the key assumptions of the TPB is that consumers have the 

resources to perform a behavior, regardless of the intention (LaMorte, 2019). Generally 

speaking, if a consumer has $200 to buy a product, will the $200 be spent on an environmental-

friendly or traditional product? Moreover, none of the literature that has been reviewed for this 

thesis, in the context of analyzing pro-environmental behavior with the TPB, included price and 

quality. This is further supported by Hansen et al. (2004) and Hansen (2005), which argue that 

the TPB has been developed to predict consumers’ intention to perform a certain behavior as a 

result of their attitude towards that behavior – rather than their attitude towards a particular 

products or service. In other words, price is not relevant to evaluate an attitude toward the 

specific behavior on its own and we are not measuring the attitude towards one particular 

product in our survey (and thus, the value or price of that product), but the generic intention to 

use a circular platform. 

Second, we acknowledge that price has an impact on a consumer’s buying behavior. 

Nonetheless, a circular value proposition is not cheaper or more expensive by default, it may 

assume a lower or higher price/quality in comparison to its linear substitute. Thus, in the context 

of our research, we wish to investigate the potential underlying factors of whether or not a 

circular value proposition is attractive to a consumer without discussing the established 

paradigms of price/quality. 

Third, several studies show the willingness of consumers to pay a price premium for ‘pro-

environmental products and services’ (e.g., Abeliotis et al., 2010; Ruangkanjanases et al., 

2020). Thus, we argue that evaluating the ‘attitude’ toward joining a circular platform is of 

higher interest to our study, as a positive attitude towards pro-environmental behavior most 

likely also translates to a higher willingness to pay. Therefore, based on the discussion above, 

we argue that the price sensitivity of any single consumer is not relevant in the context of this 

study, to whether or not a circular value proposition adds value to a digital platform. Last, price 

is also captured by the construct of ‘Perceived Behavioral Control’, which establishes the 

consumers resource-availability to perform the behavior. 
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During the focus interviews, another possible construct revealed itself when one interviewee 

showed a critical attitude toward the actual environmental impact of sustainable companies – 

indicating that a construct representing ‘greenwashing’ could be beneficial to the study. Testa, 

Iovino, et al. (2020), employ the concept of greenwashing as a driver, when determining the 

level of information seeking in consumers for environmental product packaging. Therefore, it 

became relevant to assess the concept of ‘information seeking’ to determine the relevance of 

greenwashing for our study. Testa, Iovino, et al. (2020) argue that positive attitudes towards a 

specific product does not necessarily translate into buying behavior. To reduce this attitude-

behavior gap, the degree to which a consumer must search for information (related to product-

packaging details) determines the willingness to buy the product. However, information 

seeking has not, to our knowledge, been used in the context of the TPB. Moreover, in the TPB, 

information is a primary element of ‘Perceived Behavioral Control’ (Ajzen, 1991), which in 

our model is represented by the level of challenge to identify circular platforms. Moreover, 

information seeking, as employed by Testa, Iovino, et al. (2020), is a construct designed to 

reduce the attitude-behavior gap and thus a concept of behavioral output, which is outside the 

‘behavioral intention’ scope of this thesis. 

Conclusively, based on the discussion above, we argue that constructs of information seeking, 

and greenwashing are outside the scope of this thesis, and will therefore not be included in the 

model. With this extended model of the TPB, we will argue for the impact of a circular value 

proposition on the behavioral intention of consumers to join a digital platform. Ultimately, this 

will establish the attractiveness of a circular value proposition and thus provide insights to 

whether the Circular Economy can yield benefits to digital platforms – thereby, answering RQ1 

of this paper. 

3.2 Strategies for the Circular Economy 

The aim of the following is to provide a conceptual overview of the strategies that enable 

circular goals and principles, thus providing a basis for discussing how digital platforms can 

facilitate such goals or strategies. 

A Circular Economy is considered the best solution to enable sustainable development (Bocken 

et al., 2016; Ngan et al., 2019). The world is primarily designed according to a linear economy 

with a ‘take-make-use-dispose’ approach (Blomsma & Brennan, 2017; Ghisellini et al., 2016). 

In order to transition toward a Circular Economy, an implementation of new strategies of doing 
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business is necessary (Konietzko et al., 2020b). According to Yuan et al. (2006), the core of the 

Circular Economy is a closed loop perspective with multiple reuses of materials and energy. 

By a strategic transition from open to closed loops of materials and energy, the economy 

achieves optimization of resource utilization, reduced waste, and better harmony between the 

triple bottom line. Thus, making the Circular Economy not only an environmental strategy but 

also an economic strategy (Hao et al., 2020). 

3.2.1 Traditional, Transitional and Transformational Strategies 

Borland et al. (2016) describe three various strategies derived from assumptions on ideological 

conceptions of the economy and environmental constraints. These three strategies are 

essentially categorical and provides a paradigm for defining circular strategies. A ‘traditional’ 

strategy is rooted in ‘Cradle to Grave’ and conventional linear business assumptions that does 

not contemplate with ecological sustainability. Such perspectives have given birth to industrial 

organization economics, such as Porters Five Forces (Porter, 1980) and are therefore linear and 

reductionistic by design (Teece, 2007). These strategies are also open loop designs as such 

processes do not close the loop by taking the exploitation or disposal process of raw materials 

into account, ultimately it leaves used products as waste. 

In the same paradigm of a linear, ‘cradle to grave’ and open loop approach, the majority of 

firms in our economy employ incremental strategies to pursue eco-efficiency (Hart & Dowell, 

2011). These are described as ‘transitional’ strategies as these assumptions or designs do not 

fundamentally change consumption behavior of consumers nor a firms production process. 

With a transitional strategy, products are still cascading toward dissipated waste materials, with 

little regard for the value of raw materials or the environmental effect of downgraded resources 

(Kemper, 2012). Consequently, a transitional strategy would in a circular economic context be 

considered dualistic, where economic growth is decoupled from sustainable development, and 

reductionist, where opportunities and threats are simplified to the immediate system it belongs 

to (Borland & Lindgreen, 2012). 

Based on the circular economic schools of thought described (cf. 2.1.2), a transformative 

strategic design has been developed based on eco-centric assumptions (Montuori et al., 1995). 

‘Transformational’ strategies act within the constraints of natural ecosystems through the 

conjunction that business strategies should intend to eliminate waste through categorically 

cycle biological nutrients in the ecological system and cycle technological nutrients in the 
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industrial system (Wittneben et al., 2012). Thus, such strategies take on a holistic and system-

based perspective, being cradle-to-cradle and closed loop (McDonough & Braungart, 2010). 

3.2.2 Narrowing, Slowing and Closing the Loop 

Developing on Stahel (2010) and McDonough and Braungart (2010), Bocken et al. (2016) 

categorized the tenets of the Circular Economy by introducing the strategic concepts of 

narrowing, slowing, and closing the loop. ‘Narrowing the loop’ represents the approach of 

reducing the use of materials and energy and is thus not positioned for the ‘circular’ use of 

resources (Figure 7). ‘Slowing the loop’ represents the approach of designing long-life goods 

and extending the life of products, for example through repairing or remanufacturing products 

as opposed to disposing, ultimately extending the utilization period resulting in a deceleration 

of resource flows. Finally, ‘closing the loop’ represents the approach of closing or coupling the 

resource flow between production and post-consumption or use, for example through recycling, 

which leads to a ‘circular’ flow of resources. According to Bocken et al. (2016), the results of 

slowing and narrowing could be more or less the same. However, as opposed to slowing, 

narrowing accepts the rate and pace of resource extraction and depletion. Consequently, 

narrowing could easily further accelerate linear resource flows by selling greater quantities of 

an eco-efficient product. This can further be linked to the notion of rebound effect or ‘Jevons 

Paradox’ as previously explained (cf. 1.2.1). The Jevons Paradox explains the counter-intuitive 

effect of how, in the long-term, resource efficiency leads to an increase, rather than a decrease, 

in resource consumption (Jevons, 1866). This is also one of the major criticisms of the Sharing 

Economy as an environmental champion, as highlighted in the literature review (cf. 2.3). 
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Figure 7. Strategies for a Circular Economy (Source: Konietzko et al., 2020b) 

Generally, scholars highlight three important business model aspects of implementing circular 

strategies (Bocken et al., 2018; Geissdoerfer et al., 2020). Namely, the value proposition (the 

value for the triple bottom line), the value creation and delivery (how value is created for key 

stakeholders), and the value capture (how the firm can capitalize and capture other value). This 

is also what will be focal for this paper in establishing the key performance indicators of a 

successful circular value proposition. We acknowledge that implementing circular strategies 

are inherently complex, as indicated by the definition of the Circular Economy (2.1.1). 

However, although these complexities are paramount for success, they are also beyond the 

scope of this paper. 

Consequently, we argue that by discussing how digital platforms can facilitate for these circular 

strategies, we also provide valuable insights as to whether a digital platform can benefit the 

Circular Economy. More specifically, aligning the potential power of digital platforms with the 

extent to which they can facilitate for transformational, closed loop systems will indicate to 

what extent digital platforms can facilitate for the goals and principles of the Circular Economy. 
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3.3 Ecosystem Perspective 

The following section will provide the final theoretical lens to our argument. The ecosystem 

perspective provides insights as to how digital platforms can facilitate for the principles and 

goals of the Circular Economy by hosting a system for joint value creation between various 

actors. 

The Circular Economy must be conceptualized from a system perspective (Kirchherr et al., 

2017), making a high degree of collaboration between different actors are necessary to realize 

the goals of the Circular Economy (Brown et al., 2019; Urbinati et al., 2017). For example, the 

EMF (2019) urge the need for a global systemic change in circular food systems as the effort 

must be executed cross-value chain that spans sectors privately and publicly. In a more generic 

sense, a transition to a Circular Economy demands participation of society and creativity to 

initiate models of communication and cooperation (Ghisellini et al., 2016). In other words, to 

enable circularity or the maximization of material value and minimization of resource 

consumption, waste and pollution, social and economic structures must be organized as a 

property of a system (Konietzko et al., 2020a). As opposed to a business model perspective that 

focus on the activities of one specific firm, an ecosystem perspective pays equal attention to the 

activities of other actors of relevance in order to achieve a collective outcome (Fuller et al., 

2019; Talmar et al., 2020). Thus, as the Circular Economy emerges out of interaction between 

different actors, it becomes instrumental to view the Circular Economy from the perspective of 

ecosystems, as it is argued that a business model perspective is too narrow to achieve impactful 

circularity (Bocken et al., 2019; Flood, 2010). 

Ecosystems are defined by “the alignment structure of multilateral set of actors that need to 

interact in order for a focal value proposition to materialize” (Adner, 2017, p. 42), where 

alignment structure represents the mutual agreement on structural position and activity flow 

between members (Jacobides et al., 2018). Konietzko et al. (2020a) further theorizes 

ecosystems as a “set of actors, including producers, suppliers, service providers, consumers, 

regulators, and civil society organizations, that contribute to a collective outcome” (p.1). The 

relationship between these actors is described in Figure 8, illustrating how a firm will see its 

products and services, the business model of the firm, and the wider ecosystem it belongs to 

through an ecosystem perspective. The characteristics of ecosystems, as previously outlined by 

Jacobides et al. (2018) and Fuller et al. (2019), are further summarized by Konietzko et al. 
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(2020a) who argue that an ecosystem consists of multiple actors or entities, that are legally 

independent from each other. Furthermore, these actors participate in collaborative and 

competitive relationships and partake in flows of data, services, and money. As such, operating 

in an ecosystem often involves complementary capabilities and each organization evolves 

constantly as independent yet collaborative actors (Fuller et al., 2019; Jacobides et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, ecosystems tend to be outlined as three distinct taxonomies; platform ecosystem, 

business ecosystem, and innovation ecosystem (Jacobides et al., 2020). Firstly, a platform 

ecosystem focuses on how actors around a platform organize, with special emphasis on the 

interdependence of platform sponsors and their complementors through shared or open-sourced 

technologies or technical standards. For the scope of this thesis, this type of ecosystem is not in 

focus as this thesis does not seek to explore the technical and/or technological 

complementarities between actors on a platform. Secondly, in a business ecosystem, the 

primary focus centers on the economic activity of a firm. The performance of individual actors 

is dependent on the overall economic performance of the ecosystem and the activities of the 

other actors within the ecosystem (e.g., organizations, institutions, individuals). Finally, an 

innovation ecosystem focuses on how a constellation of legally independent actors can jointly 

create value. The objective of ecosystem innovation is to change how different actors relate to 

achieve a desired outcome (Teece, 2007), such as the triple bottom line. This ecosystem 

perspective is therefore more relevant to our paper as the focal point of this perspective is on 

the joint efforts of multiple actors to reach a collective goal (Adner, 2017), such as the 

implementation and success of a circular value proposition. 

 

Figure 8. Ecosystems vs. Business Models and Products (Source: Konietzko et al., 2020b) 
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Firms can implement various strategies toward becoming circular (Bocken et al., 2016; 

Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; McDonough & Braungart, 2010). Fundamentally, an innovation 

perspective is necessary to implement these strategies (Konietzko et al., 2020a). This could 

materialize in product innovation or developing new products, in business model innovation or 

in an ecosystem innovation that connects actors to achieve collective outcomes (Konietzko et 

al., 2020b). With this systemic mindset, Konietzko et al. (2019) posits that online platforms 

have become an increasing enabler for the Circular Economy. Digital platform ecosystems, 

according to Hein et al. (2019), consists of a platform owner that facilitates value-creation on a 

digital platform between an ecosystem of autonomous complementors, consumers and the 

platform owner. Through coordinating an ecosystem of supply and demand, digital platforms 

change entire industries by acting as technical infrastructures and provider of large ecosystems 

of social actors brought together. Platforms are ideal places to host ecosystems as traditional 

pipelines seeks to maximize the lifetime value of individual customers who climactically are 

end users of a linear process. Conversely, platforms seek maximum value out of an ‘expanding’ 

ecosystem with a cyclical, iterative, feedback-driven process (Van Alstyne et al., 2016). 

Moreover, scholars have long advocated for digital platforms as key enablers of the Circular 

Economy (e.g., Antikainen et al., 2018; Konietzko et al., 2019). 

Correspondingly, Konietzko et al. (2020b) identifies three principles of successful circular 

ecosystem innovation that describes what ecosystem activities to emphasize when 

implementing circular initiatives. Collaboration between interacting actors in the ecosystem 

towards collective circular outcomes (1), experimentation (e.g., trial-and-error process) within 

the ecosystem to implement greater circularity (2), and platformization, which describes how 

firms can achieve greater circularity through organizing interactions on digital platforms (3).   
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4 Methodology 

In our thesis, an adapted approach of Saunders et al. (2019) will be applied, by defining the 

layers of the research onion in the context of our thesis (Figure 9). As such, this section will 

start by outlining the research philosophy, where we also draw from different literature, 

followed by delineating the research design, research approach, methodological choice, 

research strategy, time horizon and the techniques for data collection and quality, before 

elucidating the delimitation of our analysis. 

 

Figure 9. Applied Research Onion (Adapted from: Saunders et al., 2019) 

4.1 Research Philosophy: Critical Rationalism 

According to Saunders et al. (2019), a research philosophy refers to a “system of beliefs and 

assumptions about the development of knowledge and the nature of that knowledge in relation 

to research” (p. 815). With this in mind, it can be argued that these assumptions dictate how a 

researcher understands the research objectives or questions, the methods used and the 

interpretation of findings (Crotty, 1998). As such, we have thoroughly adopted reflexivity in 

the quest to identify our philosophical underpinnings and have come to a verdict of ‘Critical 

Rationalism’. 
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Critical Rationalism, a concept introduced by Karl Popper during the mid-20th century, ascribes 

to three fundamental assertions. First, consistent fallibilism that advocates that all humans are 

fallible or capable of being wrong. Second, critical realism, which assumes that we are able to 

arrive at ‘real’ or ‘true’ connections that are independent from us. Third, methodological 

revisionism that advocates for critical examinations and possible revisions of our assertions 

(Albert, 2015). In other words, a central attitude of Critical Rationalism is that “I may be wrong, 

and you may be right, and by an effort, we may get nearer to the truth” (Bartley, 1982; Popper, 

2020). It is important to distinguish Critical Rationalism from a pure positivist or objective 

philosophical stance, as in Critical Rationalism any knowledge claims are dependent upon the 

framework of the knower. From a critical rationalist viewpoint there is no such thing as pure 

experimental and observational experiences untainted by expectation and theory (Orr, 1978). 

As Popper (1970) states, “we are prisoners caught in the framework of our theories; our 

expectations; our past experiences; our language” (p. 56). In other words, with a fundament of 

social constructionism, critical rationalists believe that we observe constructed realities, 

constructed through social interaction in which social actors create partially shared meanings 

and realities (Orr, 1978). Our choice of Critical Rationalism depends on underlying ontological, 

epistemological, and axiological assumptions, that will be explained in the following. 

(1) Ontology refers to assumptions about the nature of reality in our research, it determines how 

we see the world (Saunders et al., 2019). For critical rationalists it is possible to advance 

towards an understanding of true reality, whether naturally or socially constructed, through our 

own mistakes and by critically reflecting on the mistakes made by others. All knowledge is 

conjectural and remains as such until it is refuted and thus all constructions of reality must be 

held to criticism. Critical rationalists, contrary to positivists, argue that there is no ‘brute fact’ 

and that each construction of reality may be considered a possible truth, as long as it is criticized 

in the name of absolute truth (Paya, 2018). For us as researchers, this is essential to the 

reflexivity of our research findings and in understanding individual reconstructions of survey 

respondents and in focus interviews, what is viewed as reality is therefore considered on the 

basis of multiple perspectives. More importantly, we did not seek to find the ultimate truth or 

reality but to advance towards an understanding of true reality. 

(2) Epistemology refers to assumptions about knowledge in our research. In other words, what 

constitutes acceptable, valid, and legitimate knowledge, and how knowledge is communicated 

to others (Saunders et al., 2019). For Critical Rationalism, as opposed to most epistemic 



“Digital Platforms in the Circular Economy” –  Methodology 

44 

approaches, ‘certainty’ is not considered a goal of knowledge. Instead, it is the growth of 

knowledge about reality that is focal. As such, knowledge advances in two different and 

complementary ways: via positiva and via negativa. The former pertains to conjectures (claims) 

that have proved resilient and corroborated despite best efforts to refute them, these claims are 

regarded as our best candidates for knowledge about reality. The latter pertains to what we learn 

from disproving conjectures made, teaching us that reality is not the way the conjecture claims 

(Paya, 2018). Thus, reality acts as a judge in assessing the tenability of proposed conjectures 

(Popper, 2014). Ultimately, knowledge is uncertain, but we cannot deny an objective truth. In 

fact, the concept of an objective truth is necessary to give meaning to belief and the criticism 

of error (Orr, 1978). Thus, Critical Rationalism emphasizes objective knowledge, albeit not as 

defined by positivism. Instead, all claims to knowledge must be publicly accessible and 

assessable (Paya, 2018). Therefore, as researchers our knowledge is identifiably via negativa 

and via positiva, by respectively addressing gaps in existing theory on digital platforms and the 

Circular Economy on one the one hand, while on the other hand answering research calls in the 

same area. We do not aim to provide a universal truth, instead we wish to add to the existing 

discussion on digital platforms and the Circular Economy in order to promote the growth of 

knowledge. Finally, we encourage methodological revision and acknowledge our potential to 

be fallible. 

(3) Axiology refers to the role of values and ethics in our research (Saunders et al., 2019). A 

tenet for decision-making and judgements in our research is our values. Critical rationalists 

advocate that pluralism are of great importance for the growth of knowledge. Within a 

pluralistic environment, where a large variety of conjectures can be considered as possible 

solutions to challenges, the likelihood of stumbling upon a conjecture on the right track are 

higher. For Critical Rationalism, truth as correspondence to reality, is the highest epistemic 

value (Paya, 2018). Therefore, as researchers, diversity of ideas and views, i.e., the existence 

of pluralistic knowledge, are of great importance to the growth of knowledge and our research. 

Upon doing our research and collecting data, no conjecture was accepted or dismissed before 

critically reviewed and all responses were acknowledged as a possible truth. Above all, 

intellectual honesty was pivotal in the pursuit of knowledge in this thesis. 
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4.2 Research Design: Explanatory 

The purpose of your research questions also inevitably dictates the way in which researchers 

design their research and tackle research objectives. Research can be designed according to an 

exploratory, descriptive, explanatory, or evaluative purpose – or even a combination of these 

(Saunders et al., 2019). By the formulation of the research questions, i.e., “who”, “what”, 

“where”, “how”, and “why”, one can draw conclusions about the underlying research design 

and purpose (Yin, 2003). Fitting for an explanatory study, Yin (2003) posits formulation of 

research questions as “how” and “why”, while suggesting a “who”, “what”, “where”, “how 

many”, and “how much” for exploratory surveys as part of our explanatory study.  

The relationship between digital platforms and the Circular Economy has not yet been studied 

in depth (Konietzko et al., 2019; Zeiss et al., 2021). Although the potency of platforms for the 

Sharing Economy have been studied to a greater extent, we wish to address the direct 

relationship of digital platforms to the Circular Economy as a result of increased attention 

regarding "the dark side of the Sharing Economy" (Schäfer, 2019). Furthermore, so far, the 

relevance of digital platforms to the Circular Economy have been explored superficially, 

therefore having overlooked the fundaments of the Catch-22 dilemma with a circular value 

proposition. Our research is therefore first aimed at establishing findings that can facilitate for 

a discussion and understanding into the potential of how a digital platform and the Circular 

Economy might be mutually beneficial. Thus appropriately, as this study seeks to establish a 

discussion into the relationship between digital platforms and the Circular Economy, it is aptly 

designed with an explanatory purpose (Khalid et al., 2012). 

4.3 Research Approach: Abductive 

Academia suggests three various approaches to research. A deductive approach starts with 

theory, often developed from literature, and is followed by a research strategy to test the theory 

(Saunders et al., 2019). An inductive approach starts with data collection to explore a 

phenomenon, followed by a generation of theory (ibid.). An abductive approach goes back and 

forth between deduction and induction by collecting data to explore a phenomenon and 

subsequently test the modified or existing theory through collecting additional data (Suddaby, 

2006). 
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Therefore, an abductive approach represents a balance between the two extremes and therefore 

combines both approaches. On the one hand, deduction emphasizes a highly structured 

methodology and operationalizable concepts which have been employed in our research 

strategy to ensure reliability. However, deduction is similarly criticized on the same reductionist 

notion of a pure rigid methodology as it does not permit for alternative explanations or solutions 

to conclusions, nor does it consider various social interpretations in the cause-effect link of its 

deduction (Saunders et al., 2019). We argue that from a critical rationalist perspective, and 

therefore our perspective, this diverges from the ethos and proper pursuit of knowledge. On the 

other hand, while this is the strength of inductive approaches, inductive approaches are 

criticized with too few sample sizes to enable reliable theory development (ibid.). Therefore, 

an abductive approach that combines the strength of both research approaches are well suited 

for our research. Applying an abductive approach allows us to obtain sufficiently rich data to 

explore the phenomenon and identify themes and patterns of digital platforms and the Circular 

Economy. 

Abduction “begins with the observation of a ‘surprising fact’; it then works out a plausible 

theory of how this could have occurred” (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 155). In line with an abductive 

approach to theory development, it can be argued that this surprising fact is rather a conclusion 

than a premise. In other words, in order to reach a conclusion abductively, a set of theoretical 

premises needed to be determined and proven to be true for the conclusion to be true as well 

(Saunders et al., 2019). The 'surprising fact' of our research came by observing an increasing 

number of digital platforms that not only support the goals and principles of the Circular 

Economy, but also display significant economic success (e.g., Schibsted). As such, there 

seemed to be a mutual beneficiency between digital platforms and the Circular Economy. 

In an attempt to explain the occurrence of this relationship, we moved from practice to theory 

and adopted a critical view towards existing literature on the topic, i.e., we took existing ideas 

and literature subject to critical examination, advocating for possible revisions of assertions 

(Albert, 2015; Bartley, 1982). As such, we identified the first premise (RQ1), the impact that a 

circular value proposition may have on a digital platform, particularly in connection to 

overcoming the Catch-22 dilemma, has largely been ignored so far in academia despite its 

significance in establishing a mutual beneficiency. 
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A second premise that was identified for mutual beneficiency was the adequacy of digital 

platforms to facilitate for circular economic strategies and principles (RQ2). Therefore, we 

needed to examine these premises as necessary for the conclusion that a mutual beneficiency 

between platforms and the Circular Economy exists. Given the time and resource constraints 

within our thesis, we concluded that particular emphasis needed to be given to RQ1, as RQ2 

had received more attention within academia so far and acts thus as a supplement for the 

discussion. As such, our abductive approach included a higher emphasis on a deductive 

approach within the continuum. 

In order to answer RQ1, a consumer centric approach was needed to establish whether a circular 

value proposition is attractive on digital platforms. As such, we extended the Theory of Planned 

Behavior for our research purpose. In doing so, we followed an iterative process using 

qualitative methods consisting of expert interviews and focus interviews, where we moved back 

and forth from academic literature and the practical world to gain further insights into the 

phenomena and equip ourselves with the knowledge to develop a framework for testing. With 

this flexibility and multi-perspective orientation, abduction attempts to extend and modify 

existing theories without aiming to build entirely new theories (Bell et al., 2018). 

In this way, we advanced knowledge and examined the theoretical premises that need to be true 

for explaining the mutual beneficiency between platforms and the Circular Economy within an 

abductive approach. This is also the case, because after answering RQ1, we subsequently turned 

back again to practice and extended the results by examining RQ2. As such RQ2 is not fully 

analyzed with a stringent data collection and analysis but discussed as an extension of RQ1 due 

to the time and resource constraint within our thesis. 

4.4 Methodological Choice: Mono-Method Quantitative  

The methodical choice is normally separated by three distinct designs, quantitative, qualitative 

or mixed methods. Quantitative methods are associated with a data collection technique and 

analysis that relates to numerical data. Qualitative methods are associated with data collection 

techniques and analysis related to non-numerical data. If a study integrates both quantitative 

and qualitative data collection techniques and analytical procedures, it can be considered mixed 

method (Saunders et al., 2019). A mono-method quantitative study may use a single data 

collection technique, such as a survey, followed by a quantitative analysis to examine 
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relationships between variables. Furthermore, such techniques often incorporate controls to 

ensure validity of data (ibid.). 

By following the philosophical assumptions and purpose of our thesis, a quantitative approach 

delivers the most valuable insights to our study, as RQ1 has been given special emphasis. As 

such, we focused on a mono-method quantitative approach through a survey for our primary 

data collection. However, in line with our abductive approach, explanatory design and critical 

rationalist philosophy, we openly include complementary qualitative insights during our data 

collection, analysis and discussion to elevate holistic and critical interpretations of the results 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Considering the time and resource constraints of our thesis, an equally 

extensive qualitative analysis is outside the scope of our thesis and thus our thesis does not 

qualify as mixed-method approach. 

Following a primarily quantitative approach allowed us to develop reliable descriptions and 

accurate comparisons between variables, thus enabling us as researchers to identify patterns 

and associations that would otherwise be difficult with qualitative methods (McEvoy & 

Richards, 2006). Furthermore, from a critical rationalist point of view, the components of our 

quantitative study, such as the Theory of Planned Behavior, have been tested by a variety of 

researcher and have therefore proven to be resilient (Gall et al., 2003). With this in mind, our 

results can also be considered consistent and replicable to the extent that our results also can be 

considered as possible truth, until otherwise refuted (Velez, 2008). Lastly, the triangulation of 

our quantitative data with supplemented qualitative data provides 'abductive inspiration' to 

provide more robust conclusions (Risjord et al., 2001). 

4.5 Research Strategy: Survey 

The next layer of the research onion relates to the strategy that can be described as plan to 

investigate the research question. As such, the research strategy ties together the research 

philosophy, approach to theory development and the subsequent research steps data collection 

and analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). By doing so, it is argued that earlier methodological 

assumptions limit the array of possible strategies for a researcher. Nevertheless, while certain 

strategies are either linked to deductive or inductive approaches, there are also open boundaries 

between research philosophy, approach and strategy. Furthermore, researchers need to consider 

time and available resources, such as access to participants and other available data sources, 

when choosing a research strategy (Saunders et al., 2019). 
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According to a critical rationalistic philosophy, “the reward for submitting hypotheses to cruel 

testing […] is that the remaining hypotheses, those which have as yet not been falsified, are 

rich in information and surprise” (Faludi, 1983, p. 270). Hence, in considering the research 

strategy of this thesis, following an abductive approach to theory development and by putting 

particular emphasis on the consumer-centric attractiveness of a circular value proposition 

(RQ1), our methodological choices dictated the use of a survey as a research strategy. 

Surveys, in general, allow researchers to collect quantitative data about a population in a very 

economical way that can be analyzed using inferential statistics, thus allowing for hypothesis 

testing (Saunders et al., 2019). More specifically, a survey is considered as an ideal tool, when 

researchers want to collect data on the attitudes, feeling, experiences or opinions of a population 

(Hox & Boeije, 2005). To do so, each respondent is asked the same set of questions in the same 

order (Thierbach et al., 2020). As such, while surveys tend to be used for exploratory research, 

they allow for explanatory examination of relationships between variables, in particular cause-

and-effect relationships (Saunders et al., 2019), such as the effect (or attractiveness) of a circular 

value proposition on the behavioral intention to use a digital platform. However, using surveys 

to collect quantitative data is also subject to weaknesses. In this regard, scholars primarily 

highlight issues in the survey design for data collection that are addressed in-depth below (e.g., 

Hox & Boeije, 2005). Moreover, Thierbach et al. (2020) posit that there is also a potential trade-

off that survey data may allow for better generalizability of findings in a sample, while 

qualitative data, e.g., from semi-structured interviews, may help to avoid misinterpretations of 

a phenomenon. 

4.6 Time Horizon: Cross-sectional Time Frame 

Depending on the time horizon, research projects can be classified as longitudinal and cross-

sectional. While longitudinal studies investigate change and development over a longer period 

of time, cross-sectional studies investigate a specific phenomenon in a specific point in time. 

Saunders et al. (2019) further suggests that cross-sectional studies usually employ a survey 

strategy. Our research does not have the resources or time for a longitudinal study but will 

rather provide a “snapshot” of the current relationship between digital platforms and the 

Circular Economy, both academically and practically. In other words, responding to current 

research calls for theory on how digital platforms, as they are to date, can facilitate for circular 
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economic goals and vice versa, identifying the current gap on how a circular value proposition 

can facilitate for the success of digital platforms. 

4.7 Techniques and Procedures for Data Collection and Research Quality 

4.7.1 Primary Data: Survey 

With the aim of contributing to the existing store of social knowledge on digital platforms and 

the Circular Economy, our research objectives best supported the use of an online questionnaire 

(henceforth called Survey). The primary advantage of collecting our own data is that the 

operationalization of the theoretical constructs can be tailored to the objectives of this thesis, 

ultimately ensuring a coherent study that measures the intended theoretical constructs (Bell & 

Waters, 2014; Hox & Boeije, 2005). Surveys have a variety of definitions, therefore in the 

context of our thesis, the method used are self-completed or self-recorded online questionnaires. 

The data were collected by inviting a convenience sample to partake in an online survey. The 

use of online surveys is validated by our research philosophy, design, approach and method. In 

addition, a questionnaire is among the most widely used data collection methods within the 

survey strategy as its efficiency in collecting responses form a large sample is promoted prior 

to a quantitative analysis (Saunders et al., 2019). Our choice in surveys were based on a variety 

of factors outlined by Saunders et al. (2019): (1) Surveys are optimal for undertaking behavioral 

attitude and opinions to describe the variability in different phenomena. (2) The characteristics 

of our target population fit the participants partaking in online surveys, namely IT literate 

individuals with access to the internet. (3) For our research objective it is not important to reach 

a specific individual but rather increase sample size through geographical dispersion, which a 

survey allows for. (4) Online surveys are optimal for closed questions with non-complex 

answers and facilitates for the exclusion of an interviewer or researcher who could otherwise 

potentially contaminate responses on a sensitive topic such as an individual’s environmental 

attitude. 

However, according to Bell & Waters (2014), it is paramount to ensure the survey will collect 

precise data in regard to the research questions. To bridge any gap between theory and 

measurement we have adopted a theory driven or top-down strategy, which starts according to 

Jong-Gierveld and Hox (1990) with theoretically derived constructs that are explained by 

observable variables (an outline of our constructs and their questions are attached in Appendix 

3). The theoretical concepts, referred to as ‘constructs’, were carefully adopted based on the 
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specific scientific purpose of this thesis (De Leeuw et al., 2008). When processing theoretical 

constructs to survey questions, we distinguished between conceptualization and 

operationalization (ibid.). The Theory of Planned Behavior provided us with the basic 

framework for determining behavioral intention in the context of our study. However, in order 

to more accurately address the research objectives, the framework was extended with carefully 

chosen constructs on the criteria of properties, scope, purpose and subdomains of its meaning 

(ibid.). When establishing the theoretical framework for our survey, we had emphasis on the 

construct validity of the measurement with basis in the conceptual, rather than the statistical, 

understanding of the construct. In other words, each construct was chosen with its specific 

potential to measure the intended theoretical objective of our thesis (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). 

Specification of the measurement scales for the studied constructs were carefully chosen and 

adapted by previous validated studies. We had special emphasis on the alignment of research 

objectives with slight modification for predicting behavioral intention to join digital platforms 

with circular value propositions, to ensure reliable results (Appendix 3). To facilitate for closed-

questions and account for little variation in instructional, sentinel and lexical interpretations of 

the responses a 7-point Likert scale from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ was used 

(Hardy & Ford, 2014). The choice of a 7-point Likert scale was purposely selected based on 

the research of Preston and Colman (2000) into optimal number of response categories in a 

survey, for which a 7-point Likert scale was found to be optimal in terms of reliability, validity 

and respondent preference. 

4.7.2 Secondary Data: Desk Research 

Besides the primary sources of data, we have collected additional secondary data to triangulate 

our conclusions. Secondary data includes published summaries and raw data that were initially 

collected for other purposes, while this data can provide further insights and knowledge to 

triangulate the theory, interpretations and conclusions made in the thesis (Bishop & Kuula-

Luumi, 2017; Bulmer et al., 2009). With triangulation through secondary data, we are able to 

enhance our analysis and generalize our findings to a broader and more permanence context, in 

addition to supporting our findings with existing insights in a relatively effective and resource 

efficient manner. Finally, secondary data is an unobtrusive measure which provides a sensitive 

approach to data collection with regards to time constraints and the sensitivity of topic, 

accounting for reputation bias to a greater extent in matters of sustainability. However, we are 
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not fully able to account for the methodological approaches or the rigor of the data, which could 

have a potential effect on the reliability of the data and thus its conclusions. Furthermore, the 

initial purpose of the data may be different to our own, ultimately posing a potential 

introduction of bias and error that must be considered and evaluated carefully (Saunders et al., 

2019). 

Firstly, we studied existing academic literature in the field. Secondly, we triangulated this with 

data published by various companies that fit the description of digital platforms with circular 

value propositions (e.g., Sustainability Report of Schibsted). Thus, enabling us to corroborate 

and evaluate the circular impact of these platforms with regards to circular principles. We could 

be sure that the data served the same purpose as our research through personal interviews with 

responsible key persons in the business and through aligning the goals of increasing insights on 

sustainable and circular effects of digital platform businesses. Furthermore, the reliability and 

validity ascribed to our secondary data are additionally assessed by the authority of the source, 

where all the sources maintained high authority based on reputation, number of citations and 

governmental regulations for business of such scale with regards to data publications 

(Dochartaigh, 2007). For example, the use of Ellen MacArthur Foundation, with established 

expertise and reputation within the field of Circular Economy, provided useful information for 

our research. Nevertheless, we have strived to be mindful about uncontrollable drawbacks 

entailed by secondary data, such as deliberate distortion of data, which has helped us to remain 

cautious in how to use them correctly (Saunders et al., 2019). 

4.7.3 Data Quality  

Following the key principle of strong methodological rigor, we have conducted several counter 

measures of poor validity and reliability to increase the stability of our findings (Saunders et 

al., 2019). Data quality is therefore comprised of two perspectives: First, validity refers to the 

appropriateness of measures used, accuracy of the data analysis and generalizability of the 

findings. Second, reliability refers to the replication and consistency of the method (ibid.). 

Saunders et al. (2019) and the survey handbook by De Leeuw et al. (2008) consider the 

following aspects when assessing data quality in survey research: (1) specification errors, (2) 

measurement errors, (3) coverage errors, (4) sampling errors, and (5) nonresponse errors. 

(1) Specification errors, also named construct validity, occurs when survey questions posed to 

respondents fail to ask what is essential for the research objectives from a lexical and sentinel 
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standpoint. In other words, the construct implied from the survey questions differs from the 

intended construct that was supposed to be measured due to respondent’s misinterpretation in 

the meaning of the words or meaning of the questions in the survey (De Leeuw et al., 2008; 

Saunders et al., 2019). To solve specification error and ensure high construct validity in our 

survey we have thoroughly discussed the outline and concept of the survey and conducted 

cognitive lab methods (pilot-testing) with a small group of respondents in order to investigate 

potential errors in the question-answer process. Further statistical testing of the construct 

validity will also be addressed in the data section (5.3), where convergent, discriminant and 

nomological validity were assessed. Closely related to construct validity is content validity and 

predictive validity, or the extent to which the survey accurately answers the research questions 

in the thesis and the ability of the questions to make accurate predictions respectively. To 

increase the content validity of our research we have undergone careful definition of constructs 

through reviewed literature and conducted focus interviews with an appropriate sample to 

assess the robustness of our scales. The survey data will further be analyzed through Structural 

Equation Modelling (SEM) to assess the statistical correlation between the questions and the 

constructs and among the latter, which is also further addressed in the data and results section. 

(2) Measurement error occurs when a response to a question departs from the actual or true 

value. Measurement error stems from three sources, namely a poorly designed and tested 

survey, respondents, or the method of data collection, which we have addressed in the following 

manners (De Leeuw et al., 2008): To reduce measurement error we have optimized the design 

of the survey through pilot testing, with specific emphasis on instructional, sentinel and lexical 

understanding (Hardy & Ford, 2014). In addition to English the survey was translated into two 

additional languages, Danish and German, which was thoroughly pilot tested to ensure reliable 

answers. However, we do acknowledge that potential cultural bias may be introduced in terms 

of lexical, idiomatic and experiential meaning in addition to grammar and syntax of the 

questions in the survey. With regards to respondents as a source of measurement error, it is 

primarily outside of the researcher’s control, with exceptions of making the survey clearer for 

the respondents (De Leeuw et al., 2008). Therefore, we purposefully used closed questions in 

addition to optimizing the survey design. With regards to the method of data collection, the use 

of an online survey was an intentional strategy in order to facilitate for more privacy and time 

to reflect when respondents were answering questions, with the aim to reduce potential 

respondent bias. In addition, with the focus interviews, tapes were recorded and saved for later 
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inspection to provide a quality control. Superficially, the order and flow of questions, the visual 

presentation of the survey and a cover letter that explained the purpose of the study clearly, 

were also taken into consideration or added in order to achieve a high response rate and 

maximize validity. Furthermore, the voluntary and anonymous participation of the study was 

stressed from an ethical standpoint (Dillman et al., 2014). The reliability of the survey from a 

lexical and sentinel perspective was also addressed through adapting questions used in other 

studies with similar purpose (addressed in primary data collection, 4.6.1) (Bourque et al., 1992). 

In addition, the reliability was assessed from a statistical standpoint by correlating the 

respective measurement items of a constructs with each other (e.g., Cronbach’s alpha addressed 

in 5.3.3) (Field, 2018). 

(3) Coverage errors occur when some members of the population have a zero probability of 

being selected in the survey sample. With online or web surveys in particular, the coverage 

error represent the part of the population that does not have access to the internet and that lacks 

a certain degree of computer skill (De Leeuw et al., 2008). Seeing as the survey instrument is 

software based, it would exclude these individuals from the sample. Furthermore, coverage 

error can occur if the software is not compatible with all operating systems, browsers or specific 

platforms, ultimately making the survey website inaccessible to some users. In essence, our 

target population includes individuals with access to internet and smartphone or computer, 

therefore not excluding any individuals relevant to our sample. In addition, Qualtrics, our 

survey software, ensures compatibility and consistency across all access-platforms, regardless 

of browser. Thereby, reducing coverage error to the best of our ability as researchers. 

(4) Sampling error can occur when only a subset of all individuals in the population is surveyed. 

By drawing samples large enough, sampling error can be reduced. Thus, in order to reduce 

sampling error a large enough sample has been collected to ensure a 95% C.I. (Table 2). 

However, with regards to the convenience of sampling and with a research time constraint, we 

have used a haphazard sampling method, or convenience sample method as time did not allow 

for an appropriate sampling frame (Saunders et al., 2019). Convenience sampling is non-

restrictive and are often chosen for convenience to meet purposive sample selection criteria that 

are relevant to our research objectives (Saunders & Townsend, 2018). By this definition, our 

research is not a probability sample (Saunders et al., 2019). This choice may have potentially 

influenced the composition of our sample and thus the sampling cannot be considered as 

random (Tommasetti et al., 2018). With this in mind, we acknowledge that the sample is prone 
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to biases outside of our control and we have done what is possible to negate these biases 

(through measures of validity and reliability as described above). We are therefore stressing 

that the validity of our sample will be more dependent on measures around data collection and 

analysis rather than the size of our sample. 

 

Table 2. Number of Respondents needed for Confidence Interval (CI) Estimates (Source: Peck & Devore, 2011) 

(5) Nonresponse error or contamination error occurs when some individuals do not respond to 

the survey and the extent to which these differ from those who do in a way that may be relevant 

to the study. However, only when respondents and nonrespondents differ significantly from 

each other on the variables related to the study, will there be a serious nonresponse problem. 

Furthermore, nonresponse errors are more prevailing in probability samples due to its 

dependence on high response rates and good coverage to minimize inferential risk – also 

providing an argument as to the relevance of probability sampling in favor of non-probability 

sampling (Baker et al., 2013). Lastly, response contamination as outlined by Saunders et al. 

(2019) regards the potential insufficient knowledge or experience that may bias responses as 

respondents deliberately guess answers. In order to minimize contamination errors, we 

provided an explanatory text in the survey with a mandatory check-question to ensure sufficient 

knowledge on the topic of circular platforms before participants started the survey. This likely 

increased response rate and minimized contamination error to the best of our ability. 

Furthermore, according to Dillman et al. (2014), respondents to self-completed surveys are 

relatively unlikely to respond in a specific manner to please the interviewer or be biased toward 

a more socially desirable response. 

4.8 Delimitations 

First of all, a practical aim of our thesis is to enable business managers to identify the potential 

attractiveness of a circular value proposition and as such its impact on digital platforms so that 

it may be an incentive for participating in the Circular Economy. As such, we acknowledge a 

Number of respondents Width of 95% C.I. 

96 ± 10% 

384 ± 5% 

1537 ± 2,5% 

9604 ± 1% 

Base percentage 50%, 95% Confidence Interval base don normal 

approximation 
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potential for researcher bias in the study as the values and ethics of respective researchers are 

in favor of the Circular Economy. Second, we acknowledge that the use of a convenience 

sample, i.e., non-probability sample makes the findings of our statistical analysis non-

representable of the total population of the respective countries in Scandinavia and Germany. 

In other words, it is a limitation to the generalizability of our findings. Nevertheless, we argue 

that the results of our convenience sample offer a potential explanation about what an impact a 

circular value proposition has on consumer’s behavioral intentions to use a circular platform. 

Thus, we certainly contribute to the growth of knowledge. Third, following a critical 

rationalistic view, we acknowledge that our findings need to be put in the social context of the 

sample used for this study and can thus not be considered as brute facts, while they may only 

represent a possible truth. We also encourage future critical evaluation of our study in the spirit 

of getting closer to the objective truth of our findings. 

Lastly, the assessment of RQ2 has not been subject to stringent methodological analysis and 

should therefore only be considered as complement for the discussion. Even so, we argue that 

the qualitative research conducted in this study (i.e., expert and focus interview) not only helped 

us to attain a practical perspective on our research, but also provided us with relevant insights 

to holistically answer the main research question, establishing a mutual relationship between 

digital platforms and the Circular Economy.  
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5 Data and Results 

In the following, we are outlining the results of our quantitative analysis for the developed 

theoretical framework. As such, this section will introduce Structural Equation Modelling 

(SEM) and the descriptive statistics of our survey. Further, we are testing the validity and 

reliability of our survey constructs for the sample data and presenting the results of the 

hypothesis testing. 

5.1 Introduction to Structural Equation Modelling 

5.1.1 Description of Structural Equation Modelling 

For the data analysis of the survey, we applied SEM estimated with a Maximum Likelihood 

(ML)3 algorithm in the Stata 16.1 software package. SEM is one of the most often used 

statistical techniques in behavioral science (Hox & Bechger, 1998). Moreover, in connection to 

the Theory of Planned Behavior, SEM has been applied by numerous authors to examine pro-

environmental behavior (e.g., Chen & Tung, 2014; Wang et al., 2018). In essence, SEM aims 

at determining to what extent a theoretical model is supported by sample data (Schumacker & 

Lomax, 2010). To do so, it combines factor-, multiple regression- and path analysis, thus 

providing researchers with extensive tools to assess theoretical models (Anderson & Gerbing, 

1988; Hox & Bechger, 1998). 

By using SEM researchers can simultaneously estimate and test “a series of hypothesized inter-

related dependency relationships between a set of latent (unobserved) constructs, each 

measured by one or more manifest (observed) variables (Reisinger & Mavondo, 2007, p. 42). 

Intuitively, the (latent) theoretical constructs of interest in our study such as the environmental 

concern of an individual cannot be observed and thus, need to be measured by observable 

variables or items (i.e., the questions from the survey, Appendix 3). In a SEM analysis, these 

observed variables are ‘loaded’ to their respective factors or theoretical constructs, using a 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (ibid.). 

Based on hypothesized theoretical constructs, a researcher can specify and estimate complex 

theoretical models in path models. Within a path model, each single structural path, illustrated 

by a one-headed arrow, specifies the causal relationship between the theoretical constructs in 

question (Hox & Bechger, 1998). Furthermore, each structural path between the theoretical 

 
3 See Anderson & Gerbring (1988, p. 412f.) for a theoretical motivation of ML estimation. 
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constructs is estimated simultaneously and expressed by a path coefficient, or beta (ß) value, 

that is also tested for statistical significance (Reisinger & Mavondo, 2007). As opposed to linear 

regressions, an advantage of SEM is that a theoretical construct can be both an independent and 

dependent variable (Hou et al., 2014). This is an important property for our study, as the 

constructs Attitude (Att), Social Norm (SN), Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC) and 

Perceived Moral Obligation (PMO) are hypothesized to have a direct effect on Behavioral 

Intention (BI), while being indirectly impacted by Environmental Concern (EC). 

In SEM, hypothesized models are assessed based on actual data in a simultaneous analysis of a 

system of variables (Ahmad et al., 2016). Thereby, SEM accounts for the multiple and 

interrelated dependence between variables in a single analysis (Reisinger & Mavondo, 2007). 

As such, SEM is considered superior for complex models as opposed to linear regressions as it 

allows researchers to define a model that explains all hypothesized relationships at the same 

time. Furthermore, as these structural models represent latent variables through observed 

variables, while taking into account measurement errors, they ultimately lead to more accurate 

results compared to linear regressions (Hair et al., 2014). 

In short, SEM not only enables us to identify meaningful correlations among latent and 

observed variables, but also allows us to test the theoretically derived and a priori specified 

hypotheses (Hox & Bechger, 1998; Müller & Hancock, 2008). 

5.1.2 Two-step Approach to Structural Equation Modelling 

After introducing descriptive statistics, we are following a two-step approach for SEM 

proposed by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) to ensure fit between data and the proposed 

theoretical model. First, in order to confirm the quality and adequacy of the measurement 

model, researchers conduct a CFA (5.3). Second, to understand the relationship among the 

theoretical constructs, the hypotheses are tested in a structural model using path analysis (5.4). 

This procedure is motivated by possible misspecifications in the measurement model, that can 

be addressed in the first step. This relates to potential data-model misfits in the measurement 

model that specifies the relations of observed variables and latent variables, when all constructs 

are allowed to intercorrelate freely (independent of the theorized model). Only then, after 

potential modifications ensuring acceptable model fit, the hypothesized structure of the 

theoretical constructs can be assessed in a structural model (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988; Müller 

& Hancock, 2008). 
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However, prior to SEM model analysis, researchers need to be aware of the data characteristics 

of their sample. In this regard, Schumacker and Lomax (2010) suggest that researchers should 

engage in extensive data screening activities such as detecting and removing outliers, missing 

values and testing for multivariate normality4, as these impact the SEM analysis. SEM and its 

most widely used estimation method ML, require large sample sizes. In this regard, Hox and 

Bechger (1998) posit that a sample size over 200 can be considered as reasonable, while other 

authors argue that depending on the complexity of the model and thus the number of free 

parameters, even larger sample sizes are needed (e.g., Müller & Hancock, 2008). For instance, 

Yang-Wallentin and Jöreskog (2001) argue that a robust ML estimation requires a sample size 

of at least 2000.  Contrarily, model fit indices, particularly the Chi-square statistic, are sensitive 

to sample size and model specification (Müller & Hancock, 2008). While SEM in itself requires 

large sample sizes, it is argued that the Chi-square statistic will most likely be significant for 

sample sizes above 400, leading almost always to a rejection of model fit (Hox & Bechger, 

1998; Kenny, 2020). 

5.2 Descriptive Statistics  

We administered our survey through the software ‘Qualtrics’ and shared it through social media 

channels such as LinkedIn, Facebook, and Twitter as a convenience sampling. Over a timespan 

of 5 weeks starting from the beginning of March 2021, we collected 461 responses. Removing 

incomplete or non-responses, potential duplicate responses, and responses from individuals 

without residency in Scandinavia or Germany, a sample size of n=322 without any missing 

values has been used for the analysis, for which Table 3 shows the demographic variables of 

the respondents. More specifically, 36 responses were outside Scandinavia and Germany, while 

103 out of the 461 responses were incomplete. 

With regards to a non-response bias, the composition of nonrespondents was not significantly 

different from the one of the respondents, as most of the nonrespondents were female (60%), 

had tertiary education (75%) and below 30 years of age (more than 50%). Only a slight 

difference in the age group 50 to 59 could be detected, where the age of nonrespondents was 

higher than the percentage for respondents, indicating that older individuals had a lower 

 
4 Note that SEM and the Maximum Likelihood (ML) estimation method assume multivariate normality among 

observable variables and a violation of this assumption potentially impacts model fit and could lead to convergence 

issues (Hox & Bechger, 1998; Langer, 2019). The impact of the detected non-normality of our categorical data is 

further discussed below. 
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tendency to complete the survey compared to younger individuals. While the proportion 

between female and male (55% and 45%) was relatively balanced in both Scandinavia and 

Germany, mostly young people below the age of 30 (57%) and academics that either have 

graduated from or are currently enrolled in university (above 80%) answered to our survey. 

 

Table 3. Demographic Variables (Source: Self-developed by the Authors) 

As such, we acknowledge that the convenience sampling of our survey is subject to potential 

bias towards young and educated individuals and is not representative of the true population in 

Scandinavia and Germany. For instance, the population in Germany is four times larger than in 

Scandinavia. Moreover, on average only 38% of the population in Scandinavia and Germany 

are enrolled in tertiary education, while all countries have a significantly older population 

(World Population Review, 2021). Furthermore, we suspect a potential coverage error as a 

result of the convenience sample used for the study, strengthening this bias. As our survey has 

primarily been shared through our personal Social Media, we argue that a largely young and 

potentially above average educated group had the chance of being surveyed. One might also 

argue that individuals that have affinity to the topic were more likely to answer the survey, 

although we did the best in our ability to make the survey attractive and accessible to all groups 
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of individuals. As such, we introduced an incentive for participating and thoroughly explained 

the terms digital platforms and the Circular Economy within the survey. 

Nevertheless, we argue that our results, despite this potential bias, offer actionable insights for 

managers attempting to attain a critical mass or to foster user growth on a platform with a 

circular value proposition. First, young people offer a very relevant target group for a circular 

platform to attain its first users due to their high affinity to digital services, their higher 

likelihood to shop online, and their interconnectedness on social media (KPMG, 2017; Moreno 

et al., 2017). Second, in recent years, environmental awareness among individuals has been 

proven to be a societal phenomenon, activating the society at all ages and groups of education 

(European Commission, 2020). This is further supported by our sample, as the means of the 

observable variables (Likert-scale) did not differ significantly across age groups. For instance, 

across all groups, individuals showed very high average values for the observable variables of 

the theoretical construct BI (Table 4, Appendix 4 for full table). 

 

Table 4. Mean of Behavioral Intention Items after Demographics (Source: Self-developed by the Authors) 

5.3 First step – Confirmation of the Measurement Model 

5.3.1 Measurement Model Adjustment 

Before engaging with the SEM analysis, researchers need to specify a model that is rooted in a 

firm combination of theory and empirical results of previous studies (Hox & Bechger, 1998). 

Similarly, Müller and Hancock (2008) highlight that the existence of constructs and their causal 

relationships (‘paths’) “must be justified clearly and convincingly based on theoretical 

grounds” (p. 504). Besides that, SEM assumes that no relevant variables are omitted (Huber, 

2014). In accordance with this, and as discussed in detail above, we carefully developed our 

hypothesized model and its theoretical constructs based on an extended version of the Theory 

of Planned Behavior. Furthermore, in order to account for potential omitted constructs and to 
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solidify the chosen ones, we conducted focus interviews, while items were carefully selected 

from peer-reviewed papers. 

After specifying the model in theory and collecting data for the observable variables, the first 

step of a SEM analysis imposes a CFA on the gathered data to test whether the measures of the 

construct align with the researcher’s understanding of it (Ahmad et al., 2016; Hox & Bechger, 

1998). More specifically, an initial measurement model, in which all constructs are allowed to 

correlate freely, was estimated (Figure 10, left side) in order to examine how well the 

hypothesized model accounted for the data, using overall goodness-of-fit indices (Anderson & 

Gerbing, 1988). In doing so, we found several unacceptable model fit indices5 (e.g., CFI < 0.92 

and RMSEA > 0.07) and improvable reliability and validity measures, in particular for the 

constructs SN and PBC. 

In this regard, Anderson and Gerbing (1988) argue that “initially specified measurement models 

almost invariably fail to provide acceptable fit” (p. 412). As a result, several authors recognize 

the need for repeated re-specifications of the measurement model by loading items on different 

constructs, deleting items or introducing correlated measurement errors between items (e.g.,  

Anderson & Gerbing, 1988; Müller & Hancock, 2008). It is further suggested to use 

modification indices, which estimate how the Chi-square statistic (and thus model fit) is 

expected to improve, when parameters are freed or correlations between errors are introduced. 

However, scholars also stress that any model specification cannot solely be based on statistical 

considerations (ibid.). In fact, authors need to provide theoretical justifications for their choices 

(e.g., Hox & Bechger, 1998). This makes sense, because relating items on different constructs 

changes the whole meaning of a construct and the intended measurement. Interestingly, in some 

papers reviewed for this study (e.g., Chen & Tung, 2014; Tommasetti et al., 2018), authors 

mentioned using this procedure, however without justifying or displaying their choices in a 

final measurement model, thus hiding potential issues from the reader. 

It is argued that researchers can delete items with low factors loadings (FL), i.e., items that do 

not correlate well with the construct, as these impede the explanatory value of the model (see 

5.3.3). While some authors suggest cutting of points for FL below 0.5 (e.g., Hair et al., 2014), 

we follow suggestion of Stevens (1992) that researchers should exclude items from the model 

with FL below 0.4, independent of the sample size, in order to attain interpretive results. For 

 
5 Model fit indices are discussed in detail in 5.3.2. 
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our model, the items SN4 and PBC4 did not meet this criterion (highlighted red in Figure 10). 

This makes also sense theoretically, as these items were adopted from different papers than the 

other items within the respective construct, indicating that our combination and adjustment of 

items was not sufficient in this case. This argument is further supported by reliability tests, 

suggesting that SN4 and PBC4 impeded the internal consistency of the constructs. As such, we 

concluded to remove these two from the model to avoid potential measurement errors in the 

data analysis. 

Moreover, using correlated measurement errors based on modification indices is a common 

practice in SEM, as adding correlated residuals will almost always improve model fit. However, 

researchers need to ask themselves how an inclusion impacts the interpretation of the model 

(Gerbing & Anderson, 1984; Reddy, 1992). Hence, Landis et al. (2009) argue that correlated 

measurement errors should not be applied between different latent variables, as these are usually 

theoretically unjustifiable. By doing so, one would acknowledge that different items should 

belong to other constructs or that two items are measuring a non-specified, and thus omitted 

construct6 together (Gerbing & Anderson, 1984). As such, some methodologists argue that 

using correlated residuals (between constructs) are a “statistical sleight of hand” (Cole et al., 

2007, p. 1). Contrarily, Cole et al. (2007) argue that failing to include correlated residuals could 

also lead to misleading results. More specifically, Reddy (1992) shows that ignoring with-in 

correlated errors does not affect estimates of the structural parameters, but overestimates their 

measurement parameters, introducing bias. As such, it is argued that researchers might 

introduce correlated errors for items that have a similar meaning, between questions that solely 

change single words, or when they appear near to each other in the survey (e.g., Bollen & 

Lennox, 1991; Müller & Hancock, 2008). 

Hence, given these considerations, we introduced only with-in construct correlated residuals 

and solely if the two criteria were met together: First, if the statistics of the modification indices 

and expected parameter change were sizeable and significant. Second, residual correlations 

were only specified for items within constructs and for items, for which it is sensible to 

introduce correlated errors, i.e., for questions that had a very similar wording and meaning and 

are close to each other in the survey.

 
6 In fact, our data suggested that there should be a construct explaining the high correlation between PMO and EC. 

However, we stayed away from hypothesizing this construct and sticked to our model for several reasons (5.3.3). 
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Initial Measurement Model (CFA) – n=322 

– before re-specification – 

Final Measurement Model (CFA) – n=322 

– after re-specification – 

 

 

Comments: 

• Model Fit not at 

acceptable level 

(CFI < .92,  

RSMEA > .07 

χ2/df ratio > 3) 

 

• Factor Loadings of 

SN4 and PBC4 < .4 

 

• Reliability and Validity 

improves when 

excluding SN4, PBC4 

from model 

 

• Modification indices  

and question wording 

suggest correlated 

residuals between  

EC1-EC4, Att1-Att2, 

PBC1-PBC2,  

PMO2-PMO3 

 

 

Comments: 

• Model Fit not at 

acceptable level 

(CFI > .92,  

RSMEA < .07 

χ2/df ratio < 3) 

 

• All Factor Loadings 

above .4 

 

• Reliability and 

Validity improved 

 

• Correlated Residuals 

significant 

Explanation:   Green ellipses = Latent Variables (Constructs)   Blue rectangles = Observed variables (Items, Questions)  Grey circles = Residuals 

  Two-headed Arrows = Correlations between Constructs/Errors  One-headed arrows = Standardized Factor Loadings 

Figure 10. Adjustment of Measurement Model (Source: Self-developed by the Authors) 



“Digital Platforms in the Circular Economy” –  Data and Results 

 65 

5.3.2 Model Fit 

With regards to whether the SEM model fits the collected data, Jackson et al. (2009) state that 

among others, the most frequently reported goodness-of-fit indices in previous SEM studies are 

the ratio between Chi-square and degrees of freedom (χ2/df ratio), the Root-Mean-Square Error 

of Approximation (RMSEA) and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI). 

More specifically, it is suggested to use a minimum of one fitness index within each category 

of model fit that can be distinguished in three categories (Holmes-Smith et al., 2006; Müller & 

Hancock, 2008). First, incremental (or relative fit) that compares the specified model with a 

baseline model (or null model) that does not measure relations among the observed variables. 

This is usually measured with the CFI for which values above 0.92 constitute acceptable fit 

(Hair et al., 2014). Second, absolute fit, which indicates the discrepancy between observed and 

implied covariance matrices and is usually tested with the RMSEA, where values below 0,07 

are accepted, if relative fit is given (ibid.). Third, parsimonious fit, which considers a model's 

complexity, measured by the χ2/df ratio, where values below 5 are generally considered as 

acceptable (Marsh & Hocevar, 1985). 

Additionally, given the discussion above, we are staying away from reporting the classic χ2-

test for model fit, as it is stated that this test is overly strict, sensitive to sample size and mainly 

reported due to its historical importance (e.g., Hox & Bechger, 1998; Müller & Hancock, 2008). 

Furthermore, applying various univariate and multivariate normality tests (i.e., normality tests 

within and across observable variables) to the data set, showed that the assumption of 

multivariate normality was violated within our sample7. This is critical for the interpretation of 

the goodness of fit indices, as these are based on the assumption that the observed variables are 

normally distributed within the SEM model. Violating this assumption inflates the test statistics, 

potentially leading to an "over-hasty rejection of the actual model" (Langer, 2019, p. 4). 

Hence, it is academic consensus that researchers can apply the Satorra-Bentler adjustment to 

make goodness-of-fit test statistics robust to non-normality (Langer, 2019). Moreover, Lei and 

Wu (2012) generally recommend the usage of Satorra-Bentler adjusted statistics for a sample 

 
7 One reason for the violation of multicollinearity was the high correlation between the constructs EC and PMO 

in the data set that is further discussed below. 
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size between 200 and 500 (n=322 here). The results of the (adjusted) goodness-of-fit tests for 

each category of model fit are summarized below in Table 5. 

 

 Table 5. Adjusted Model Fit Indices (Table adapted from Ahmad et al., 2016) 

As a result, we conclude that our (final) measurement model has acceptable model fit, as the 

highlighted goodness of fit indices are below and above the respective thresholds. 

5.3.3 Reliability and Validity 

Before testing the structural model, researchers also need to ensure the reliability and validity 

of their constructs to avoid specification error, even if they have been tested in earlier studies 

and solely been adjusted for a new research topic (Meyer, n.d.). Reliability measures the 

internal consistency of a construct, i.e., how consistently it measures a phenomenon. This 

means that every individual should score similarly on the items of a theoretical construct, such 

that the items within a construct exhibit large intercorrelation (Allen, 2017; Churchill, 1979). 

Validity on the other hand, refers to the ability of a survey to measure what it intends to measure 

(Saunders et al., 2019). More specifically, according to Hair et al. (2014), a construct needs to 

fulfill convergent, discriminant, and nomological validity that are as such assessed below. 

Figure 11 visualizes the two graphically: only if reliability and validity criteria are met, an 

analysis can be considered to be ‘on target’. 

 

Figure 11. Illustration of Reliability and Validity (Source: Souza et al., 2017) 
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In order to test the reliability of each construct, Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach, 1951) and 

composite reliability (Fornell & Larcker, 1981), also called construct reliability (Ahmad et al., 

2016), was computed. For Cronbach’s alpha (α), calculated based on the correlation between 

the items of a construct and ranging from 0 to 1 (Cronbach, 1951), values above 0.7 represents 

good internal consistency, while values above 0.6 are generally acceptable (Hair et al., 2014). 

For composite reliability (CR), developed as a result of the discussion that Cronbach’s alpha 

may understate reliability, values above 0.7 suggest good reliability (ibid.). As Table 6 reveals, 

both Cronbach’s alpha and the CR of our constructs were larger 0.7 (one exception with α = 

0.67 for SN), indicating a good internal consistency of our constructs. 

 

Table 6. Reliability and Convergent Validity Test (Table adapted from Wang et al., 2018) 
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Besides that, the convergent validity of a construct needs to be given. For this, the items of a 

specific theoretical constructs need to converge, i.e., they need to share a high proportion of 

common variance (Hair et al., 2014). In this regard, researchers should calculate the average 

variance extracted (AVE) based on the factor loadings of a construct’s items, for which values 

above 0,5 are desired (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Meeting this value indicates a good 

explanatory power of the items for a construct, as for values above 0,5 more variance of a 

construct is explained by its items than by its errors (Wang et al., 2018). Mathematically, this 

is the case when the average factor loading of a construct’s items is higher than 0.7. However, 

given the rigidity of this test with regards to high factor loadings, AVE values above 0.4 are 

generally accepted as well for newly created constructs, if the CR of a construct is higher than 

0.7 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2014). As such, all of our constructs fulfilled the 

convergent validity criteria (Table 6).  

Discriminant Validity refers to the extent a construct is distinctively different from the others, 

thus demonstrating that “a construct is unique and captures some phenomena that others do 

not” (Hair et al., 2014, p. 619). A conservative measure for this is to compare the square roots 

of the AVE of the constructs (√AVE) with the correlation coefficients between the constructs 

(r), where the former needs to exceed the latter (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 

 

Table 7. Discriminant Validity Test (1) (Table adapted from: Wang et al., 2018) 

As highlighted in Table 7, the constructs PMO and EC did not meet the discriminant validity 

criterion due to high correlation between the two, which can also be seen in the final 

measurement model (circled red in Figure 10). We acknowledge that this violation presents a 

weakness to our model. This correlation introduces multicollinearity between the constructs 

and suggests that there might be an omitted construct that accounts for the correlation between 

the two or that explains both (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). This was further supported by an 
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exploratory factor analysis, where a factor consisting of items from both EC and PMO was 

extracted. This is in itself is an interesting finding that is further discussed below. 

Nevertheless, for several reasons we stayed away from re-specifying our model, e.g., by 

introducing a common third factor for the two constructs or by combining them (Farrell, 2010). 

First, the multicollinearity issue could have been induced by the non-probability sample in our 

study (Bollen, 2005). Second, a less rigorous discriminant validity test was passed, comparing 

the AVE with the average squared shared variance (ASV), i.e., the mean of all squared 

correlations between the constructs (Hair et al., 2014). In other words, as indicated in Table 8, 

each construct, including PMO and EC, explained on average more of the variance in its items 

than it shared with other constructs (ibid.). 

  

Table 8. Discriminant Validity Test (2) (Source: Self-developed by the Authors) 

Lastly, the multicollinearity, i.e., the correlation between the two independent variables EC and 

PMO, was not unacceptably high (i.e., considerably above 0.8) (Grewal et al., 2004). In this 

regard, Grewal et al. (2004) show in a Monte-Carlo simulation that Type II-errors becomes 

negligible, even for moderate to high multicollinearity, if the reliability of the constructs is good 

and if the R2 of the overall model is above 0.8 (0.86 in our case). This is further supported by 

the notion that our model has good model fit, reliability and other validity tests were passed, 

while we partly account for the relationship between EC and PMO by introducing an indirect 

effect for EC on PMO. 

Nomological validity refers to whether correlations among the constructs reflect the 

hypothesized relationship and thus demonstrate the relationships that were developed based on 

theory and earlier research (Hair et al., 2014). As such, Anderson and Gerbing (1988) argue 

that nomological validity is tested within the structural model of the SEM approach. 
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5.4 Second Step – Hypothesis Testing in the Structural Model 

The structural phase consists of replacing the nonstructural covariances between the constructs 

(two-headed arrows) with the hypothesized structure that is of main interest (Müller & 

Hancock, 2008). This means that the theoretically hypothesized model is estimated with a path 

diagram, in which single-headed arrows (structural ‘paths’) depict the relationships between 

the exogenous latent construct (EC) and the endogenous latent constructs (Att, SN, PBC, PMO, 

BI) and among the latter. As such, the theoretical constructs at the tail of the arrow effect the 

constructs at the arrowhead (Hox & Bechger, 1998). Figure 12 presents the findings of the 

structural phase in our proposed model, in which we report standardized and unstandardized 

coefficients as proposed by Ockey and Choi (2015). Standardized coefficients, as opposed to 

unstandardized coefficients, enable us to compare the various coefficients with each other due 

to the equal variance that is imposed on all parameter estimates (ibid.). While, unstandardized 

coefficients are based on the raw data and are used for statistical interferences, i.e., for 

hypothesis testing and measuring the effects (betas) of the constructs (Grace & Bollen, 2005). 

With regards to the hypothesis testing, p-values for the (unstandardized) path coefficients below 

0,05 indicate that the coefficient is statistically different from 0 (Appendix 5 for Stata output). 

 

Figure 12. Results of the Structural Model (Source: Self-Developed by the Authors) 
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Figure 12 shows that the direct path coefficients for the constructs Att, PBC, PMO and EC with 

their respective values of 0,95, 0,41, 0,5 and -0,58 significantly affect BI, while for SN no 

significant effect on BI can be detected. Moreover, EC has also a significant impact on BI 

through the other constructs. As such, hypotheses 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 were all supported, 

while only hypothesis 2 was rejected, indicating overall a good nomological validity of our 

results.  

On a side note, it may seem peculiar that the effect of EC on the behavioral intention to join a 

circular platform is negative (-0,58). However, unlike the other paths (e.g., Att → BI), for which 

the direct effect of the construct equals its total effect on the dependent variable, the path EC 

→ BI only represents the direct effect of EC on the behavioral intention. In order to fully 

interpret the impact of EC on BI, the indirect effects on the other constructs need to be 

considered as well due to their statistical significance. Taking this into account, also an increase 

in EC by one unit positively affects the BI on average by approximately 0,48. As such, it can 

be concluded that the constructs EC, Att, PBC and PMO positively affect the behavioral 

intention of an individual to join a digital platform with a circular value proposition. 

Multi-group analysis 

By administrating our survey for individuals living both in Scandinavia in Germany, we 

indirectly assumed that that there are no significant differences in the behavioral intention 

among the participants of the countries. As highlighted in 5.2., the demographic variables for 

both sub-groups Germany and Scandinavia are comparable in their composition, although more 

people from Scandinavia answered our survey. To evaluate differences between groups, in our 

case in residence, Stata offers the possibility to run two separate models for each group and 

compare the two by using test statistics. Table 9 represents the p-values of the Wald Test for 

the comparison of the path coefficients between the groups, for which the null hypothesis 

assumes that the two groups are equal (Stata Corp, 2019). 

As such, with p-values above 0,05 for all paths (except for EC → PMO) no statistically 

significant difference between the coefficients of the groups can be detected, indicating similar 

 
8 The total effect of EC on BI is calculated as follows: Total Effect = Direct Effect + Indirect Effect (without SN) 

        = (-0,59) + (0,39*0,95) + (0.5*0,41) + (0,79*0,5) ≈ 0,4 
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answer behavior between the groups. This was further supported by comparing the means of 

the items that showed only slight differences between Scandinavia and Germany (Appendix 4). 

 

Table 9. Wald Test for Group Invariance of Parameters (Source: Stata Output) 

5.5 Summary of Results  

The analysis of the survey data followed a two-step approach for SEM introduced by Anderson 

& Gerbing (1988). In a first step, given an unsatisfactory model fit, we adjusted our initial 

measurement model by deleting two items (SN4 and PBC4) due to their low factor loadings 

and by introducing correlated residuals for selected items within a factor based on a firm 

justification (5.3.1 and Figure 10). As such, our final measurement model showed good model 

fit, for which Santorra-Bentler adjusted values for the RSMEA, the CFI, and the χ2/df ratio 

were reported (Table 5). Moreover, assessing the reliability of the constructs, i.e., the question 

of how consistently each of them measures a phenomenon, we detected a good internal 

consistency of our constructs with values for Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR) 

for some constructs considerably above 0,7 (Table 6). Besides that, computing the average 

variance extracted (AVE) of each construct in combination to the CR also supported the 

convergent validity of the constructs (Table 7). With regards to the discriminant validity and 

whether the constructs are distinctively different from each other, we detected and 

acknowledged a weakness in our model (Table 8). In our sample, the constructs ‘Environmental 

Concern’ and ‘Perceived Moral Obligation’ were moderately to highly correlated, suggesting a 

possible omitted variable explaining this relationship. However, for several reasons we stayed 
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away from re-specifying our model. For instance, we showed that a less rigorous discriminant 

validity test was passed (Table 9) and the multicollinearity between the constructs was not 

unacceptably high. Besides that, we provided evidence of a Monte Carlo simulation from an 

earlier study that showed that multicollinearity is not expected to introduce a Type II error, if 

good reliability and model fit is given, which was the case for us. As such, we moved forward 

with testing our hypothesis in the second step within a structural model (Figure 12, Appendix 

5), for which Table 10 summarizes the findings: 

 

Table 10. Results of Hypothesis Testing (Source: Self-developed by the Authors) 

The results of the structural model proved the nomological validity of our analysis. All 

hypothesis, except for hypothesis 2, were supported in our sample data. As such, it has been 

shown that the constructs ‘Environmental Concern’, ‘Attitude’, ‘Perceived Behavioral Control’ 

and ‘Perceived Moral Obligation’ of individuals in our survey positively impact the behavioral 

intention of an individual to join a digital platform with a circular value proposition. For the 

construct ‘Social Norm’ no significant effect could be proven. Furthermore, using the provided 

statistical procedure for a multi-group analysis in Stata, no statistically significant difference 

between the path coefficients for the groups of Scandinavia and Germany could be detected. 
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Before discussing these results by outlining what these findings mean for the impact of a 

circular value proposition on the behavioral intention of a consumer to join a ‘circular’ platform 

and by extending them with an assessment of RQ2, we want to highlight possible limitations 

of our data analysis. 

We want to stress that correlation does not equal causality. SEM is often critized for its causal 

use and interpretation (Hox & Bechger, 1998). As outlined in 4.8, our findings still need to be 

interpreted within the social frame of our sample. Nonetheless, we argue that the insights from 

our convenience sample offer a possible explanation about what impact a circular value 

proposition has on a consumer’s behavioral intention to use a circular platform. Uncovering 

what potentially affects the behavioral intention to use these platforms in our sample, can enable 

managers to identify what impact a circular value proposition on platform has at large. We thus 

argue that our findings may help them to shape their respective circular value proposition to 

accommodate for these factors (e.g., the environmental concern of an individual).  
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6 Discussion 

This thesis was motivated by the emerging trend of digital platforms that showed promise of a 

complementary relationship between economic success on platforms and the facilitation of 

circular economic principles. As such, we set out to answer the research question "how digital 

platforms and the Circular Economy can mutually benefit each other". We identified two sub-

research questions or premises that we argue to be necessary to answer our main research 

question. First, “what impact has a circular value proposition on a consumer’s behavioral 

intention to join a digital platform?” (RQ1) and second, “how can digital platforms facilitate 

for the goals and principles of the Circular Economy?” (RQ2). 

In our research, we have put particular emphasis on RQ1, as after a critical examination of 

existing literature, the largest gap in literature was identified with regards to the inherent Catch-

22 dilemmas of platforms, which has been largely ignored thus far. Contrarily, RQ2 has 

received more attention within existing literature, albeit still in need of a more tangible 

discussion in relation to circular principles and strategies. As such, the qualitative assessment 

of RQ2 acts complementary to our quantitative findings of RQ1 to answer the main research 

question. 

Additionally, we also derived insights for our discussion from an expert interview with the 

Head of Sustainability from Schibsted (Appendix 6, 7). Overall, this section provides a 

discussion of our findings and an answer to our research questions. Moreover, we also shed a 

light on the topic from an international perspective, before providing a short summary of 

practical and theoretical contributions as well as limitations and suggestions for future research. 

6.1 The Impact of a Circular Value Proposition on Digital Platforms (RQ1) 

Scholars argue that the concept of the Circular Economy allows for moving from a vision of 

sustainable economic growth to its practical implementation. Specifically, both the goals and 

strategies of the Circular Economy are intended to help businesses (and thus platforms) to 

operationalize the implementation of sustainable development (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Murray 

et al., 2017). In this regard, a firm’s circular value proposition (CVP) represents a pivotal 

building block for any company, implementing circular strategies (Bocken et al., 2016; 

Geissdoerfer et al., 2020). But what impact has a CVP on a consumer’s behavioral intention to 

use digital platforms? 
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6.1.1 The Attractiveness of a Circular Value Proposition on a Platform 

On the one hand, the results of our data analysis highlight that the individuals in our survey 

show a strong behavioral intention to use digital platforms with a CVP. On the other hand, the 

findings also give insights into the potential drivers of the attractiveness of a CVP on a platform. 

As such, discussing the constructs of our framework shows why a CVP positively impacts the 

behavioral intention of an individual to join a digital platform in our survey. 

Attitude 

Statistically, the individuals in our survey show a significant positive attitude towards joining 

a digital platform with a CVP that positively impacts their intention to use a digital platform in 

the future (H1). In essence, this means that the individuals have positive personal beliefs about 

the behavior in question (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2006), i.e., about the intention to use a 

digital platform with a CVP. More specifically, our findings indicate that individuals perceive 

that joining a circular platform leads to a particular outcome (Laudenslager et al., 2004). In 

other words, we argue that a CVP is attractive to the participants, and hence drives their 

intention to use a circular platform, because they have a strong positive perception about being 

able to contribute to the environment (the outcome) by using a circular platform (Attitude with 

strongest effect on BI, Figure 12). 

Moreover, our data analysis also provides a possible explanation for this. The environmental 

concern of individuals, across all age and education groups, is significant among the surveyed 

participants and positively impacts their favorable attitude towards joining a platform (H6). 

This is aligned with numerous findings that environmental concern is prominent among 

European citizens, particular in the Nordics (e.g., European Commission, 2020). As such, our 

findings indicate that this concern about environmental degradation and climate change 

ultimately leads to a positive perception of a CVP on a platform. This is further supported by 

insights about the attractiveness of a CVP on a platform from the Schibsted Interview: "A 

platform can make it easier for people. The problem with people today is that a lot want to 

contribute, and they do understand that their consumption is too high. So, a platform can help 

the consumers reduce their consumption in a really smooth and easy way." 
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Perceived Behavioral Control 

As indicated in the quote above, the perception of an individual about the complexity or 

resource requirements, i.e., the 'Perceived Behavioral Control', with regards to joining a circular 

platform plays a pivotal role for the attractiveness of a CVP. Here, our findings suggest that 

individuals are confident and put trust in their ability to join a circular platform, which 

positively impacts their intention to use them (H3). Hence, a CVP on platforms does not 

represent a challenge, because individuals perceive that they have the necessary skills, 

resources as well as the opportunity to use a circular platform. 

Practically, the reasons for this can be manyfold. First, we argue that modern information 

technologies make platforms and their offerings widely accessible for consumers. Second, this 

is also driven by the environmental concern of individuals (H8). Intuitively, if environmental 

concern is high, it reduces the perceived challenge or obstacle to use a platform with CVP. 

Accordingly, Dunlap and Jones (2002) define environmental concern as willingness to 

contribute personally to the solution to environmental problems. In other words, if individuals 

are concerned about the environment, we argue that they are more likely to perceive the 

challenges of using a circular platform as less severe. Third, we acknowledged that price will 

always play a role for consumer behavior. In fact, research shows that consumers have a higher 

willingness to pay for environment-friendly products and services (e.g., Abeliotis et al., 2010; 

Ruangkanjanases et al., 2020). Moreover, we argued that having a CVP on a platform does not 

necessarily translate to higher prices for consumers. For instance, second-hand or food-waste 

platforms usually call for lower prices. As such, having a potentially higher willingness to pay 

for circular products, while prices on some circular platforms are lower, most likely supports 

the perception of having the necessary resources to perform the behavior in question. 

Perceived Moral Obligation 

Moreover, the participants in our survey show a high perceived moral obligation to live 

sustainably that positively impacts their behavioral intention to use a platform with a CVP (H4). 

In other words, the surveyed individuals feel a perceived responsibility to perform a certain 

behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Kaiser, 2006). Therefore, in our context they believe that acting in a 

certain way is right (Manstead, 2000), i.e., acting in a sustainable manner and incorporating this 

principle into their actions. Inevitably, if consumers show a perceived moral obligation to act 

sustainably, a CVP also becomes more attractive to them. Hence, the attractiveness of a CVP 
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on a consumer's behavioral intention to use a digital platform is enlarged, if this perceived moral 

obligation is given, as a CVP can help consumers to accommodate for environmental issues 

that are important to their self-identity. Generally speaking, "a lot [of consumer] want to 

contribute, and they do understand that their consumption is too high", and a circular platform 

might help them to do so in an easy manner (Schibsted Interview). 

Statistically, our results also indicate that the environmental concern of an individual positively 

affects perceived moral obligation (H9). However, our data analysis also shows that there is a 

strong statistical correlation between the two constructs 'Environmental Concern' and 

'Perceived Moral Obligation' in our survey. While we partly accounted for this relationship by 

introducing an indirect effect of EC on PMO, this correlation essentially indicates that there 

might be a 'third' construct that consists of the two constructs or moderates them. Nevertheless, 

we argue that hypothesizing this additional construct, which could take many different forms 

in theory, is beyond the scope of our thesis. For instance, one could examine the potential 

underlying psychological constructs of an individual that connect environmental concern with 

the perceived moral obligation to live sustainably. Conversely, one could also hypothesize a 

moderating construct (e.g., environmental literacy) that accounts for this relationship. Even so, 

it is certainly a relevant finding, because it suggests that there is a construct that could help 

researchers to better explain the pro-environmental behavioral intention of individuals. As such, 

we argue that this insight could inform future research about a potential dynamic between the 

two constructs, when extending the Theory of Planned Behavior for pro-environmental 

consumption. 

Environmental Concern 

As elucidated above, the environmental concern of an individual is an important driver for the 

attractiveness of a CVP as it indirectly (and positively) impacts the other constructs of our 

framework (H6, H8, H9). Besides that, a statistically significant and direct effect was found 

between the environmental concern of an individual and the behavioral intention to use a 

circular platform (H5). Moreover, this direct effect needs to be interpreted together with the 

construct’s indirect effect. As such, as highlighted at several points in this thesis, the positive 

total effect of environmental concern on the behavioral intention to use circular platforms aligns 

with findings of numerous studies in connection to pro-environmental behavior (e.g., Albayrak 

et al., 2013). 
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Subjective Norm 

The construct 'Subjective Norm' represents an individual's perceived expectation or the social 

pressure, originating e.g., from friends, family or social groups, which subsequently is expected 

to motivate the behavioral intention of an individual (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2006; Valle et 

al., 2005). While a significant indirect effect of EC on SN could be detected in our survey (H7), 

'Subjective Norm' in itself did not show a statistically significant impact on the behavioral 

intention to use a circular platform (H2). This indicates that the individuals in our survey may 

not feel a social pressure to live sustainably and/or use a platform with a CVP. This is a 

surprising result, as numerous studies show that influence of one's personal environment plays 

a decisive role for pro-environmental behavior (3.1.2). Hence, we want to touch upon possible 

reasons for the construct's statical insignificance in our survey. 

On the one hand, the region of interest (Scandinavia and Germany) in our study consists of 

countries with highly individualistic societies. This means that the people's self-image is largely 

defined by an individuals’ personal motives and a desire for self-actualization in these countries 

(Hofstede Insights, n.d.). In this regard, it is suggested that an individualistic society has a 

“stronger attitude–intention and weaker subjective norm–intention relationship” (Van Hooft & 

De Jong, 2009, p. 289f.), i.e., that people are tendentially rather guided by personal attitude 

than by social norm. On the other hand, largely young people (i.e., millennials) have been 

surveyed in our non-probability sample, further indicating that the insignificance of ‘Subjective 

Norm’ is a possible result of the sample frame of our survey. Studies show that millennials tend 

to promote individualism, i.e., that they prioritize personal motivations, goals, and desires (e.g., 

Anderson et al., 2017). As such, Naderi and Van Steenburg (2018) find that millennials do not 

consume pro-environmentally for altruistic but for self-oriented reasons. However, 

Griskevicius et al. (2010) argue that a desire for status might drive pro-environmental behavior. 

In other words, individuals might want to signal altruism and environmental concern in order 

'to be seen', thus following personal goals and motivations. Overall, we argue that the 

insignificance of 'Subjective Norm' represents an interesting notion for further research with 

regards to potential cultural drivers for the behavioral intention to consume environment 

friendly (see also 6.1.3).  
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Summary of Construct Discussion 

Despite the insignificance of ‘Subjective Norm’, we posit that our findings holistically confirm 

the explanatory power of extending the Theory of Planned Behavior for the context of the 

Circular Economy, which aligns with results of earlier studies (e.g., Camacho-Otero et al., 

2018). 

More importantly, it becomes indicative that a CVP has in fact a positive impact on the surveyed 

individuals’ behavioral intention to use a circular platform. As shown above, if the theoretical 

constructs of our framework are supported in a consumer group, which is the case for our 

survey, an attractiveness of a CVP can be established holistically in our non-probability sample: 

The consumers in our survey showed a positive attitude towards platforms with a CVP; a 

perceived ease of using circular platforms; a perceived moral obligation to act sustainably and 

a pronounced environmental concern – all positively impacting their intention to use circular 

platforms. With this value-creating potential, we argue that digital platforms also have an 

(economic) incentive to participate in the Circular Economy, which will be outlined below. 

6.1.2 Implications of an Attractive Circular Value Propositions for Platforms 

According to Konietzko et al. (2020b), in order to transition towards a Circular Economy, an 

implementation of new strategies with regards to the ways of doing business is needed. In this 

regard, it is argued that consumers play a central role in this transition, as the success of a 

circular product or service ultimately depends on the adoption of its consumers (Antikainen et 

al., 2018). Moreover, this problem of attaining consumer (or user) adoption is even more 

pronounced for platforms due to inherent dynamics of user growth on platforms. 

Overcoming Catch-22 dilemma with the help of a Circular Value Proposition 

When launching its service, any platform faces the critical business problem of attaining its first 

users (critical mass) (e.g., Evans, 2009). Hence, with regards to circular platforms, it becomes 

pivotal to know whether consumers are attracted by a CVP in the first place. Because if this is 

the case, it can be argued – following the insights of Parker et al. (2016) and Suarez and Kirtley 

(2012) – that focusing on a single subset of the market, i.e., the environment-friendly consumer 

as under-served consumer group, might be sufficient to attain a critical mass and achieve 

platform growth (1.2.2). In this way, we argue that our findings show that having a CVP is 
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indeed beneficial for platforms, as having circular offerings positively impacts a consumer’s 

behavioral intention to use a circular platform. 

As such, by reducing the market size and the critical user mass, platforms can achieve a higher 

level of differentiation and increase the overall expectation that more users will adopt the 

platform in the future (Cennamo & Santaló, 2013). In other words, due to indirect network 

effects, we argue that by successfully attracting its first users, i.e., the ‘early-adopters’, with a 

CVP, platforms will also naturally attract partners that benefit from interacting with consumers 

through the platform. This expected dynamic is also further supported by the findings of 

Mullick et al. (2020) that show that indirect network effects have an asymmetric form for 

circular platforms of the food-waste industry. Essentially, the authors show that attracting 

‘consumers’ ultimately induces more ‘producers’, i.e., restaurants or supermarkets, to join the 

platform than the other way around. 

However, it is important to also delimit our argument. Arguing that a CVP is attractive for 

consumers and thus for platforms to adopt, does not mean that solely having a CVP is enough 

to overcome the outlined Catch-22 dilemma. Certainly, the attractiveness of a platform’s 

circular offering is also dependent on various other factors and challenges in the context of 

platforms, which we have assumed as given so far. In general, as is the case for every circular 

business model, the ability to satisfy a specific customer need with a firm’s value proposition, 

and thus the ability to implement a circular strategy, is equally dependent on the firm’s ability 

to create, deliver, and capture the proposed value (Bocken et al., 2018; Geissdoerfer et al., 

2020). As such, to name a few challenges for circular platforms in this context: A platform 

needs to have the technical capability to ensure efficient ‘matches’ between the participants of 

a platform combined with a profitable pricing strategy (Parker et al., 2016); it needs to appeal 

to users with an intuitive and vivid user interface and experience (Ji et al., 2018); it must ensure 

efficient, seamless, and secure transactions and payments through the platform (Wang et al., 

2016), it needs to ensure data privacy or property rights for participants to operate effectively 

(Berg & Wilts, 2019); all of the above, while it has to adhere to an increasing number of 

regulations in a digital economy (Sokol & Van Alstyne, 2020). 

Nevertheless, we argue that our findings indicate that there is a general demand for circular (or 

sustainable) offerings due to the general change of consumers towards pro-environmental 

behavior (e.g., Testa, Pretner, et al., 2020). In this regard, depending on the context of a specific 
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platform, we argue that a platform can then certainly combine a strong CVP, targeting a single 

group of users, with other platform-launch strategies such as ‘Subsidizing’ (Stummer et al., 

2018). For instance, circular platform start-ups that are centered around a marketplace for 

excess or idle resources (Henry et al., 2020), could attract ‘consumers’ with a strong CVP, while 

subsidizing their participation on the platform with free access or promotions (‘loss side’) 

(Eisenmann et al., 2006). As such, inducing user growth, the platform will also become more 

attractive for ‘producers’, which can be other consumers or companies, that are interested in 

selling their products or services through the platform to reach this consumer pool. Thus, it can 

be expected that they are willing to pay fees either for each transaction or for their subscription 

to the platform (‘money side’) (ibid.). 

Conclusively, we argue that not only our study contributes to the theory on platform-launch 

strategies, but also, to the best of our knowledge, it is the first of its kind to shed a light on the 

inherent Catch-22 dilemma of circular platforms and the role that a CVP can play to overcome 

them. As such, also from a practical standpoint, our study informs platform entrepreneurs about 

the value-creating potential of circular innovations on digital platforms to attract users. 

Introducing a Circular Value Proposition as an Existing Platform 

"There are a lot of business opportunities out there and if we remain 100% comfortable 

with our current [linear] business models, we will lose. There are many things happening 

out there and the consumers are changing. […] there is so much new commerce that is 

coming into niche areas and challenging us. So yes, there is definitely money to a circular 

business case." – (Schibsted Interview). 

Motivated by these insights from the expert interview with Schibsted, it becomes apparent that 

our findings also need to be discussed from a broader perspective, i.e., the one of existing 

platforms potentially adopting a CVP and moving into circular markets. In fact, an increasing 

body of literature provides evidence that established firms (of the linear economy) seek to 

establish a competitive advantage by differentiating themselves through ‘Sustainability’ (cf. 

Ioannou & Serafeim, 2019). We acknowledge that taking a critical stance on this development 

is pivotal, as scholars highlight that the actions of some firms are rather driven by economic 

motives and sometimes connected to the phenomenon of 'greenwashing' (e.g., Pimonenko et 

al., 2020). Nevertheless, we argue that our findings provide both theoretical and practical 

implications for the phenomenon of 'platform envelopment' from a platform theory perspective. 
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Essentially, the underlying logic of platform envelopment is that a platform leverages its 

existing user base to enter another platform market, in which a critical mass is needed to 

generate network effects (Eisenmann et al., 2011). Subsequently, the platform that enters the 

new market can offer its 'old functionality' in a bundle with its new offering to leverage shared 

user relationships (Condorelli & Padilla, 2020). For instance, platforms can effectively enter 

new markets and absorb the functions and user base of an adjacent platform that has a similar 

or overlapping user base (Parker et al., 2016). 

Establishing that a CVP is attractive to users in our survey, which aligns with the general trend 

towards sustainable consumption in the society (e.g., Pimonenko et al., 2020), we argue that it 

can be expected that existing platforms will most likely move into new platform markets with 

a CVP to accommodate sustainable endeavors. Illustrating this more practically, we argue that 

the fashion platform Zalando provides a case in point. 

For the last years, the firm has already moved from being a classic e-commerce reseller towards 

a platform-based strategy, connecting consumers and brand partners through its marketplace 

(Zalando, n.d.-a). However, just recently, the largest fashion platform in Europe has also 

entered a different platform market with the launch of its second-hand platform 'Zalando Zircle'. 

In general, 'Zircle' – launched in Germany in 2019 and just recently introduced in the Nordics 

in April 2021 – has adopted a CVP, representing one of the company's actions to implement 

the principles of the Circular Economy by 2023 (Zalando, n.d.-b). Specifically, the platform 

connects users on a peer-to-peer marketplace, where they can trade or sell their cloths to other 

users of the community, thereby keeping products and materials in use and prolonging their 

lifecycle. 

Essentially, it can be argued that the launch of 'Zircle' follows a classic platform envelopment 

strategy, because Zalando leverages its existing user base and brand name from the original 

Zalando marketplace to achieve a critical mass and generate network effects. As such, in order 

motivate users to join ‘Zircle’, Zalando offers to buy (and then re-sell) the user's pre-owned 

items in exchange for a Zalando voucher. Doing so, Zalando tries to absorb the functionality 

and value proposition of existing second-hand platforms by specifically targeting an 

overlapping user base of competing second-hand platforms such as 'Kleiderkreisel' or ‘Finn.no’ 

(i.e., Schibsted). Ultimately, Zalando can enable peer-to-peer transactions for pre-owned items, 

offer curated second-hand articles as reseller in a bundle together with its existing marketplace 
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that successfully connects users with fashion brands. As such, the potential entry of large 

platforms in these markets also represents a pronounced competitive threat for existing 

platforms with a CVP. 

In summary, extending the findings of our study with insights from the expert interview, we 

argue that our findings hold both theoretical and practical implications in relation to platform 

envelopment. More specifically, due to the attractiveness of a CVP for consumers, representing 

a potential business case for the Circular Economy, we argue that existing platforms will face 

the challenge of moving into new markets to stay competitive because of circular innovations 

of platform entrepreneurs on the one hand. While on the other hand, the possibility of large 

platforms entering niche markets to leverage their existing user base also means that platform 

entrepreneurs or platforms with circular offerings (e.g., Schibsted) will likely face the threat of 

fierce competition from larger platforms from other markets (e.g., Zalando). 

6.1.3 The Attractiveness of a Circular Value Proposition in an International Context 

Furthermore, also an international business (IB) perspective on our findings is relevant: On the 

one hand, the climate crisis represents a global challenge, requiring novel solutions such as an 

implementation of Circular Economy on an international scale. On the other hand, digital 

platforms, as 'born digitals', have the ability to internationalize quickly due to their digital 

properties, i.e., that "a connection to markets around the world can nearly be instant" 

(Monaghan et al., 2020, p. 13). As such, also circular platforms could technically 

internationalize and operate across borders in a fast manner to leverage their potential positive 

environmental impact. 

Network effects are the primary driver of value creation on platforms (2.2.2). However, with 

regards to the internationalization of a platform, it is not given that network effects are 

automatically a firm-specific advantage for foreign market entry. More specifically, it depends 

on whether network effects are location-bound or not, i.e., whether they apply across country 

borders or whether they are constrained to a user base within a country (Stallkamp & Schotter, 

2021). In this regard, following considerations of Stallkamp and Schotter (2021), we argue that 

many circular platforms are primarily constrained by within-country network effects for 

internationalization. Specifically, food-waste-, second-hand-, or peer-to-peer sharing platforms 

usually orchestrate a network of platform participants within countries or even within single 

cities. For instance, TooGoodToGo connects consumers with local restaurants or bakeries that 
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offer excess products on their platform, while many peer-to-peer sharing platforms usually 

connect neighbors locally. As such, when network effects are constrained to a regional market, 

platforms need to attain “a new network of users in [each] foreign country” (Brouthers et al., 

2016, p. 515). For internationalization of circular platforms that means that they most likely 

need to identify and persuade customers in new markets, despite their ability to internationalize 

quickly (Monaghan et al., 2020). Ultimately, we argue that platforms need to identify whether 

a CVP is also attractive in different markets. 

In this regard, our data indicates a (statistically) comparable answer behavior among the 

respondents from Scandinavia and Germany, indicating an attractiveness of a CVP across all 

countries in our study. We argue that applying an institutional perspective on our findings gives 

a possible explanation for this. In general, the institutional environment of a country represents 

the 'rules of the game' for a firm, i.e., that the competition in a country is largely defined by 

formal (e.g., regulations) and informal (e.g., culture) institutions of a country (North, 1990; 

Scott, 1995). As such, we argue that especially informal institutions, i.e., the culture and 

personal norms within a country, may play a pivotal role for the attractiveness of a CVP. For 

instance, Kirchherr et al. (2018) identify that a core barrier for the Circular Economy in the EU 

is indeed culture, represented for example in a lack of consumer interest and awareness. 

Generally, in an international comparison, Germany and the countries within Scandinavia can 

be considered as culturally close countries (Tadesse & White, 2010). Furthermore, while the 

countries considered in our survey share common values, they also show comparable 

environmental awareness and concern anchored within the societies (European Commission, 

2020). This is also aligned with insights from the expert interview, in which the Head of 

Sustainably of Schibsted indicated that culture was a strong indicator for the success of a foreign 

market entry and the adoption of a CVP (Schibsted Interview). Similarly, assessing the 

internationalization behavior of other circular platforms such as TooGoodToGo or Zalando 

Zircle that are based in Scandinavia or Germany, it becomes indicative that these platforms also 

tend to internationalize to culturally close countries first. Overall, this aligns with classic IB 

theory such as the Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), according to which firms tend 

to internationalize to host countries first that are institutionally similar to their home country. 

Hence, we argue that this gives an interesting notion for further research and aligned with our 

discussion for the construct 'Subjective Norm', we call for more research on the attractiveness 

of going circular in an international context and the role that culture might play in the 
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internationalization of a platform (see also Stallkamp & Schotter, 2021). For instance, further 

research could examine the attractiveness of a CVP in culturally distant locations such as Asia. 

6.1.4 Concluding RQ1 

In conclusion and responding to RQ1: “what impact has a circular value proposition on a 

consumer’s behavioral intention to join a digital platform?”, we argue the following:  

(1) The results of our data analysis, i.e., the significance of the constructs of the theoretical 

framework, suggest that the individuals in our survey show a strong behavioral intention to use 

a platform with a CVP. (2) Putting our results into context, with the notion that a CVP increases 

a consumer’s intention to use a platform, we argue that a CVP can be used to overcome Catch-

22 dilemmas. Moreover, we argue that this finding reassures managers of the demand for 

circular offerings and therefore motivates further circular innovations and future platform 

participation in the Circular Economy. (3) Finally, we argue that this finding also needs to be 

interpreted within the social frame of our study. As indicated by our results and discussion, it 

can be expected that various cultural and country-specific factors will most likely impact the 

attractiveness of a CVP on platforms differently. 

6.2 Digital Platforms as Enabler for the Circular Economy (RQ2) 

As previously outlined in depth, the potential of digital platforms for the Circular Economy has 

been highlighted by scholars and practitioners alike (Antikainen et al., 2018; Berg & Wilts, 

2019; Konietzko et al., 2019; Lewandowski, 2016). A focal argument to this stems from a 

systemic perspective, where the necessity for collaboration between actors in the Circular 

Economy are enabled by the potency of digital platforms to facilitate collaborative consumption 

(ibid.). However, collaborative consumption cannot be the only premise, as collaborative 

consumption does not necessarily have a positive impact on the environment or society per se 

(e.g., Briceno et al., 2005; Hollingsworth et al., 2019; Martin, 2016). As such, several calls have 

been made for more research on digital platforms in the Circular Economy (as opposed to the 

Sharing Economy) to understand how digital platforms can be utilized to facilitate for the whole 

triple bottom line, namely the environment, the society, and profit in business. 

In this section we wish to address to what extent digital platforms can enable the Circular 

Economy and more specifically how digital platforms can facilitate for the goals and principles 

of the Circular Economy. With this in mind, Yuan et al. (2006) argue that the core of the 
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Circular Economy is a closed loop perspective with multiple reuses of materials and energy. In 

other words, the actors of the Circular Economy seek to maintain products, components, and 

materials at their highest utility and value, at all times, through loops, in order to decouple 

economic activity from the consumption of finite resources and to systematically design out 

waste (Braungart et al., 2007; EMF, 2015). Hao et al. (2020) further argues that through this 

transition from open to closed loops of materials and energy, the economy achieves 

optimization of resource utilization, reduced waste and better harmony between the triple 

bottom line. This makes the Circular Economy not only an environmental strategy but also an 

economic strategy that operationalizes the implementation of sustainable development for 

businesses (i.e., digital platforms) (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Murray et al., 2017). 

In short, by focusing on the strategies of the Circular Economy, as opposed to the Sharing 

Economy or collaborative consumption alone, we argue that we can provide a relatively more 

accurate account of how digital platforms can enable the Circular Economy, and thus the triple 

bottom line. In conclusion, in this section we will therefore discuss to what extent digital 

platforms can facilitate for circular economic principles, circular economic schools of thought 

and the circular strategies as outlined by Borland et al. (2016) and Bocken et al. (2016). 

Furthermore, with respect to the previous notion that a transition to a Circular Economy requires 

transformation on a systemic level and collaboration between all actors within the society, we 

will also discuss to how digital platforms can be ideal hosts for ecosystems in the Circular 

Economy (EMF, 2015; Ghisellini et al., 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017). 

6.2.1 Digital Platforms as Tools for the Circular Economy 

Platform Types and their Potential to Enable the CE 

In the toolbelt of a Digital Platform are several powerful instruments for circular strategic 

success. In response to asking the Head of Sustainability of Schibsted “how platforms can 

contribute to the Circular Economy”, the response was simple: “By making it smooth and 

facilitate transactions. Without a platform a buyer and seller will ‘never’ meet, or it will be 

hard to. The platform is there to bring the actors together, it will not work without a platform” 

(Schibsted Interview). Scholars outline three roles that platforms enact (2.2.1), which we argue 

may also facilitate for the Circular Economy. 
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(1) Aligned with the statement from the expert interview, the first role a digital platform can 

serve, are as digital marketplaces for products, components, and materials. A ‘market platform’ 

facilitates transactions by connecting sellers with buyers, and as such creates value for the final 

customer. In the case of Schibsted, this role is represented by their second-hand marketplaces 

(e.g., Finn.no, Sphock). Through second-hand or marketplace platforms, digital platforms 

potentially help to slow resource loops by enabling access to used products and waste, 

ultimately extending their life cycle. In other words, digital platforms can be seen as gateways 

for sellers and buyers to meet. 

Through extending the life cycle of used products or waste, the principles of thinking in systems 

and designing out waste are put into play. Essentially a product or material with minimal value 

to its last user, has the potential to be a valuable resource or product for other system-actors. 

Furthermore, extending the life cycle of used products or waste follow the wings of the butterfly 

diagram or the ‘value circle’ by ensuring continuous flow of materials through sharing, 

prolonging, and reusing technical or biological nutrients (EMF, 2015). From a sustainable 

consumption perspective, the energy consumption is reduced compared to the alternative of 

producing and consuming new products (Sandin & Peters, 2018), thus elongating the 

consumption and extraction of natural resources while also leading to savings in consumption 

costs for consumers in line with the Blue Economy school of thought. 

Interestingly, Henry et al. (2020) find that almost 90% of platform-based circular startups acts 

as marketplaces for excess resources (e.g., TooGoodToGo, Schibsted). On the one hand, from 

an environmental perspective this follows the Cradle-to-Cradle, natural capitalistic and Blue 

Economy school of thought by designing life cycles, preserving earth’s natural resources, and 

utilizing the end-of-life concept of a material or product. A great example of the impact a 

second-hand market can have on a platform is Schibsted’s second-hand effect project, which is 

an annual report showing the yearly environmental impact of second-hand on digital 

marketplaces owned by Schibsted. In 2020, 20,7 million tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions 

were potentially saved by people who chose to buy and sell used items through ten digital 

marketplaces operated by Schibsted. This is the equivalent of 24 years of emissions from the 

traffic in Stockholm or the production of 296 million iPhones (Schibsted, 2020). On the other 

hand, it also corroborates the idea that market platformization is profitable. This is further 

attested by Schibsted who says, “there are so many new start-ups challenging our position, so 

there is definitely money to a circular business case”, where there is a notable shift toward re-
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commerce as opposed to e-commerce (Schibsted Interview). Conclusively, we argue that 

market-based platforms that adhere to circular principles and facilitates for the Circular 

Economy, also proves to be a successful business case. 

(2) The second role a digital platform can serve is as an innovation platform. Through 

innovation platforms, actors foster co-creation and collaboration to create complementary 

products, technologies, and services. The platform as such acts as innovation engines by 

providing a core technological architecture for others to build, specialize and create value upon 

(Gawer, 2014). Although all platforms foster a certain level of innovation, innovation platforms 

involve a new approach to innovation that gives far greater recognition to grassroots actors by 

including them as a central building block for value creation on the platform (Leach et al., 

2012). From a circular perspective, this represents a venue for collective circular innovation 

that can be seen as a critical mandate for sustainable development (Konietzko et al., 2019). 

Innovations can take many forms and various value propositions and therefore do not 

generically aim at a specific circular strategy. Instead, it is more valuable to discuss the potential 

of platform innovation as a tool for circular innovation. For example, as part of circular 

innovation on platforms, there are two categorical functions that promote value, namely 

collaboration (i.e., how firms interact with others to innovate toward circularity) and 

experimentation (i.e., how firms organize a trial-and-error process toward greater circularity) 

(Konietzko et al., 2020b). With these two collaborative functions, we argue that a platform can 

facilitate for the creation of optimal circular value propositions that are resilient through 

diversity and optimize the balance between supply and demand. For example, intermediate 

services to complement products in form of maintenance and repair, where these are often 

aimed at extending the lifetimes of products (Tukker, 2015) or by providing a venue for joint 

effort, creating circular value propositions that utilize the proficiency of multiple actors. In 

theory, actors can be connected to collect, analyze and use data to optimize the use of products, 

components and material with the aim of profiting on circular initiatives (Konietzko et al., 

2019). As such, we argue that orchestrating actors on a digital platform enables value-creation 

of joint circular value propositions or technology between these actors, that would otherwise 

not have interacted with each other. We further argue that the result of this becomes a resilient 

value proposition that are highly adaptable and modular due to multiple creators and openness 

to continuous improvement. 



“Digital Platforms in the Circular Economy” –  Discussion 

 90 

With this premise, an increasing number of firms illustrate the possible positive environmental, 

economic, and social impact of circular innovations on platforms (State of Green, 2018). As 

with the famous proverb “two heads are better than one”, we argue that with collaborative 

innovation there is also higher rate of innovation that further promotes adaptivity. By allowing 

for higher modularity and adaptivity as a consequence of multiple complementors, the circular 

principle of system- and cascade thinking are employed. Furthermore, given that potential 

innovations are aligned with circular principles we further argue that an increase in circular 

innovation also facilitates for a transformational shift in strategies toward slowing and closing 

the loop as the high adaptivity of value propositions also allows for continuous refinement until 

the requirements of circular strategies are fulfilled. 

(3) The third role a digital platform can serve is as an information platform. An information 

platform creates value by channeling and facilitating information across groups of users, for 

instance by sharing knowledge and information or by creating a platform for debating and 

learning (Konietzko et al., 2019). An information platform therefore facilitates for information 

sharing so that end users ('consumers') gain access to relevant information, while information 

providers ('producers'), e.g., advertisers or content creators, gain access to a large user base for 

engagement and interactions (Cennamo, 2019). A fundamental requirement for the 

development of a Circular Economy is an attitudinal change in society as a whole. As such, for 

this to be plausible, consumers and businesses must be educated and encouraged to participate 

(Hao et al., 2020). Schibsted further corroborates the importance of educating the consumers in 

order to empower sustainable consumption and refers to the significance of their second-hand 

effect project in carrying out this purpose (Schibsted Interview). 

An information platform can take various forms; however, a fine example of an information 

platform is the iOS and Android application Plan3t, which allows its users to calculate their 

respective carbon footprint, off-set their calculated footprint and earn ‘planet points’ for circular 

products as incentives (Plan3t, n.d.). Through this business case, users are made aware of their 

environmental impact and are given the encouragement and opportunity to act on it by reducing 

consumption or unsustainable habits. As suggested by Hao et al. (2020), by educating the 

population on environmental issues and the potential of the Circular Economy, the platform 

induces a transformational shift in thinking of all actors that leads to higher demand of circular 

value propositions. This is further supported by Schibsted that, as part of their strategy, 

emphasizes responsible marketing and educating their customers on circular practice. From a 
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circular principle of system thinking, we argue this co-creating activity is necessary to empower 

circular and sustainable consumption and thus enable the Circular Economy. 

A digital platform need not only take one role but can take many according to Cennamo, (2019). 

For instance, within the food waste industry, digital platforms can act as ‘circularity brokers’ 

and connect different actors along the food supply chain, where food waste supply is matched 

with the demand for such food, ultimately closing the loop (e.g., TooGoodToGo). 

Contrastingly, apart from minimizing food waste, the platform can also ‘measure’ and ‘inform’ 

(i.e., educate) participants about the impact of the platform for the environment (Ciulli et al., 

2020), as such taking on an information role. This duality in serving various roles is also 

represented in Schibsted, which primarily provides a marketplace for second hand, yet also 

informs of the impact (e.g., saved greenhouse gas emissions) and further encourages sustainable 

practices by consumers and business alike. 

Although the scope and frame of our thesis is primarily consumer-centric, we further argue that 

the relevance of digital platforms and their strengths as outlined above also can, and should, be 

applied to a B2B context. Several B2B platforms are also emerging with the same concept of 

re-commerce at hand. An example of this is Schibsted’s attempt at orchestrating a platform in 

the construction industry, where excess materials could be re-sold to other construction 

projects. Similarly, assessing digital platforms as marketplaces in a B2B context, Berg and 

Wilts (2019) argue that platforms could solve market inefficiencies and failures for waste and 

recycling materials by providing information. As such, the authors argue that platforms could 

connect different companies along a circular supply chain, enabling the interaction and 

exchange of recycled or refurbished materials to enable reuse and remanufacturing. 

Conclusively, we argue that digital platforms facilitate for designing out waste by providing a 

venue for information-sharing, innovation, and transactions, for example by providing 

marketplaces for second-hand or food waste. Platforms also enable a focus on systems and 

cascade-thinking through providing an ecosystem of multiple actors and a venue for co-

creation. Platforms further allow for resilience building through modularity and adaptivity in 

circular ecosystem innovation.  
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The Power of Network Effects for the Circular Economy 

A pinnacle of these three roles are network effects. As a consequence of network effects, when 

new users adopt a technology or value proposition, the value for each platform participant 

increases with the number of other participants joining the platform as well (e.g., Katz & 

Shapiro, 1985). It is therefore argued that network effects are "the key driver of value creation 

and source of competitive advantage in a platform business" (Parker et al., 2016, p. 17) and it 

has been largely acknowledged that the 'power of network effects' is the driving force of the 

digital economy (Van Alstyne et al., 2016). By adopting a circular value proposition on a 

platform, and therefore redefining the circular value proposition as a ‘network product’, we 

argue that the power of network effects can be applied to the Circular Economy as well. Thus, 

digital platforms become a powerful tool for the Circular Economy when the notion of network 

effects facilitating for the success of circular strategies are presented. 

From a circular context, when adapting the platform network theory on market platforms as 

outlined in section 2.2 to circular market platforms, we argue that consumers benefit from the 

number of available circular producers – and vice versa. Therefore, there is a self-enforcing 

loop of transactions as more buyers and sellers join the platform. With the example of a 

secondhand platform, the more used products are available to be sold the more buyers will join 

the platform in the search for sufficient supply, while the more buyers are attending the 

marketplace the more sellers will join in search for sufficient demand. Thereby, the second-

hand impact on the environment, i.e., the savings in greenhouse gasses as outlined by Schibsted, 

also increases parallel to the increase in userbase through indirect network effects. Another 

example is TooGoodToGo in the food waste industry, where the more consumers join the 

platform, the more restaurants also wish to join – and vice versa, thereby increasing the userbase 

in a self-enforcing loop. Thereby, as the number of restaurants joining the platform will increase 

the more food waste will be available to consumers, and the more consumers that join, the more 

restaurants will wish to participate to meet demand. Ultimately reducing food waste parallel to 

the number of increasing users and as such closing the material and waste loop. 

Adapting the platform network theory on innovation platforms as outlined by Gawer (2011) to 

circular innovation platforms, indirect network effects increase the number of complementary 

products and services (‘complements’), thus extending the functionality of the core circular 

value proposition. This not only creates additional value for customers that benefits from an 
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overall better value proposition, but also potentially spurs new innovations between actors 

wishing to participate in the Circular Economy. Consequently, as the more producers (or 

complementors) join the platform, the more attractive the platform becomes for its consumers, 

as they have a bigger variety of offers to choose from, and thus, they are provided with a better 

value proposition. 

Adapting the platform network theory on information platforms as outlined by Eisenmann et 

al. (2006) to circular information platforms, we argue that the more users join, the more 

attractive the platform also becomes for other users. From a social perspective, an information 

platform provides a venue for users to meet and exchange of information. When an information 

platform provides relevant access to information around the Circular Economy as its value 

proposition, we argue that it makes the platform an attractive hub for engagement and learning 

around the Circular Economy. As an indirect network effect of users attending the platform to 

engage with increasing circular information, circular content creators and information providers 

start publishing and sharing relevant information due to its access to a large user base for 

engagement and interactions. As such, we argue that the positive reinforcing loops of indirect 

network effects are in effect on information platforms as well. 

We therefore further argue that the power of network effects need not only be driving force of 

the digital economy but may as well be the driving force of the Circular Economy, when applied 

to a circular value proposition. 

Identifying a Digital Platform as Circular 

From a theoretical perspective, it is simple to argue for the ability of a digital platform to 

facilitate for circular principles. However, in the spirit of the purpose of this study, it is 

important to acknowledge that employing a digital platform and wielding the tools mentioned 

above toward a circular value proposition does not equal circularity alone. Comparable to what 

we argue have happened with the Sharing Economy, which by its very definition may front 

circular principles through collaborative consumption but in practice does not promise circular 

outcomes. It becomes paramount to measure up a platform’s strategy with that of circular 

economic strategies, to avoid dilemmas like the Jevons Paradox and potential rebound effects 

that off-set any environmental or social benefits in the pursuit of profit. Even if the value 

proposition in itself is aligned with circular principles, platforms could still potentially off-set 

environmental benefits through extensive use of power-consuming data centers and wasteful 
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discard of used hardware (Boons & Bocken, 2017). As such, we argue that only when aligning 

holistically with the circular principles and schools of thought, and thus the triple bottom line, 

can a platform be considered circular. 

The Butterfly Diagram, the principles, and schools of thought of the Circular Economy are 

therefore guidelines toward circular strategic business models and practice. However, we argue 

that the extent to which a platform enables the Circular Economy, is a design choice of the 

platform and not reductively based on their circular value proposition or a single activity alone. 

As such, holistically evaluating to what extent a platform follows an approach of slowing or 

closing the loop as opposed to narrowing the loop, is pivotal to evaluate its impact on the 

Circular Economy. Furthermore, to what extent the platform’s strategies take on a holistic and 

system-based perspective, being ‘Cradle-to-Cradle’ and closed loop (i.e., transformational 

strategies), are also of paramount significance to evaluate its impact on the Circular Economy. 

For example, Schibsted is a platform that utilizes the three potential roles of a platform in the 

Circular Economy, however they also center the Circular Economy as focal to their strategic 

decisions holistically, and not just in their value proposition to consumers. Schibsted’s Head of 

Sustainability formulates it as: “Lately we have started to shift the mindset from sustainable 

compliance, toward sustainability being integrated into our strategy and core business - 

sustainability cannot be a “side-project”. Being in my position [Head of Sustainability] at 

Schibsted, I managed to make sustainability [the Circular Economy] a purpose”. We argue 

that this is transformational mindset is paramount for enabling the Circular Economy on digital 

platforms. 

6.2.2 Digital Platforms as Ecosystem Hosts for the Circular Economy 

As opposed to a business model perspective that focuses on the activities of one specific 

company, an ecosystem perspective pays equal attention to the activities of other relevant actors 

to achieve a collective outcome (Fuller et al., 2019; Talmar et al., 2020). A global transition to 

a Circular Economy requires transformation on a systemic level and collaboration between all 

actors within the society (EMF, 2015; Ghisellini et al., 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017). In other 

words, a system level perspective is paramount to the success of the Circular Economy. The 

Sharing Economy being case in point, as the Sharing Economy is being misunderstood as 

circular when not accounting for rebound effects holistically. Thus, Konietzko et al. (2020a) 

posit that for a transition to a Circular Economy, not only innovation of products and business 
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models, but also – and more importantly – innovations within the whole ecosystem of a 

company are necessary. Outside of the company itself and in a more generic sense, we argue 

that a transition to a Circular Economy also demands the participation of society in order to 

initiate models of communication and cooperation (Ghisellini et al., 2016). That is to say, to 

enable circularity or the maximization of material value and minimization of total resource 

consumption, waste and pollution, social and economic structures must be organized as a 

property of a system (Konietzko et al., 2020a). 

Antikainen et al. (2018) find that collaboration of actors in an ecosystem is the main challenge 

with digitalization for the Circular Economy. This is further corroborated by Schibsted that 

states that one of their biggest challenges to facilitate for the Circular Economy is the lack of 

an ecosystem-perspective: “This has stopped us in our tracks many times. As the ecosystem of 

actors are so big and if you do not account for it then implementation of initiatives is not 

possible. You would not be able to make it work if you don’t have the full picture of who is 

involved and needs to be involved.” (Schibsted Interview). Thus, as the Circular Economy 

emerges out of interaction between different actors, it becomes instrumental to view the 

Circular Economy from the perspective of ecosystems, as it is argued that a business model 

perspective is too narrow to achieve impactful circularity (Bocken et al., 2019; Flood, 2010). 

From a practical perspective, a worthwhile thought originating from an ecosystem perspective, 

is the possibility that adopting circular practices may no longer only be a potential business 

case in the future, because there might also be pressure from governments and society that 

makes a circular value proposition a legal and social premise for operating in certain countries. 

Indications of this nature might be drawn from the Circular Economy Action Plan by the 

European Commission (2015). Schibsted further corroborates this notion by stating: “A lot of 

governments are now also committing to goals to be fully circular by 2050. This is a huge task 

– and it requires that these governments will have to change laws and regulations toward 

becoming more circular – which will affect all industries and companies will 

experience pressure from all angles” (Schibsted Interview). 

The objective of ecosystem innovation is to change how different actors relate in order to 

achieve a desired outcome (Teece, 2007), such as the triple bottom line. The focal point of this 

perspective is on the joint efforts of multiple actors to reach a collective goal (Adner, 2017), 

such as the implementation and success of a circular value proposition. With this systemic 
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mindset, Konietzko et al. (2019) posits that online platforms have become an increasing enabler 

for the Circular Economy through the role as ecosystem hosts. In other words, the ecosystem 

perspective provides insights as to how digital platforms can facilitate for the principles and 

goals of the Circular Economy by hosting a system for joint value creation between various 

actors. A digital platform is therefore a great tool for the Circular Economy to navigate the 

challenges of ecosystems for circular strategic success, by hosting such ecosystems through its 

three basic roles as marketplaces, innovation enablers, and information facilitators. In an 

uncomplicated sense, platforms enable actors to meet, and therefore make the identification and 

alignment of relevant actors in an ecosystem, that are necessary for circular strategic success 

easier. 

6.2.3 Digital Platforms Enabling the Circular Economy in an International Context 

Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) explains that the Circular Economy requires a global perspective that 

emphasizes environmental problems on a planetary scale, where cooperation between various 

stakeholders is imperative to sustain living for future generations. The imperativeness of 

expanding the Circular Economy and promoting international collaboration also becomes 

prominent as the world is currently 8.6% circular (Circle Economy, 2020). 

As mentioned above, we argue that platforms and their associated ecosystems could be major 

venues for innovation and value-creation in the Circular Economy. Building on the same 

argument, Nambisan et al. (2019) further argue that this is also the case for digital platforms in 

an international context. Digital platform and ecosystems transcend borders and industries 

where collaborative interactions facilitated by the ecosystems reinforce co-specialization in 

various activities that are often situated in different countries and orchestrated by the platform 

leader (ibid.). With the notion that digital platforms enable cross-border as well as cross-sector 

collaboration opportunities, we argue that such opportunities can be leveraged for a global 

transformation in favor of the Circular Economy and the triple bottom line. However, regardless 

of this admittedly positive assumption, there are challenges and strategic considerations to 

address when going international – also as a platform with a circular value proposition. 

According to Schibsted’s Head of Sustainability, the major challenge encountered when 

internationalizing was culture and trust: “I think one of the biggest [challenges] is culture in 

the country and trust. At some point in time, we were doing shotgun launches and rolling out 

in many countries to capture huge success internationally. Although what we experienced, for 
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example in Italy, is that people don’t trust each other” (Schibsted Interview). In the example of 

Italy compared to Norway used by Schibsted, this is further supported by ‘The World Value 

Survey’ who shows a trust level in Italy at 28,29% as opposed to Norway at 73,73% (Ortiz-

Ospina & Roser, 2016). This indicates first and foremost a cultural difference in informal 

institutions, i.e., the degree to which shared norms and values differ between countries (Liu et 

al., 2020), which have been discussed in 6.1.3. However, institutional distance or similarities 

may also occur in formal institutions such as political systems, legal systems, economic systems 

and so forth (North, 1990). In the expert interview, the Head of Sustainability further immersed 

into the example of a market platform for excess construction materials (further explained in 

6.2.1): “You could argue that Norway is too small to make a platform of such a scale 

work. Therefore, you would need to move into Denmark, Sweden, Finland, and Germany to get 

a broader market. Suddenly you have a lot of problems as you are crossing borders with 

different laws and regulations – complexity increases. That would hinder the 

international expansion, if you are not able to manage that” (Schibsted Interview). Thereby, 

Schibsted supports North (1990) in arguing that institutional distance in different countries 

affect the performance of economies. Through this corroboration we further argue for an 

extension, where institutional distance does in fact affect the performance of the Circular 

Economy in different countries as well. 

The absence of government support (e.g., through funding circular opportunities, taxation 

policies, or overall pro-environmental legislation) is widely recognized to be a significant 

barrier to environmental investments (Calogirou et al., 2010; Studer et al., 2006). The European 

Commission (2016) identified several major regulatory obstacles to the Circular Economy 

which can, and should, be seen in an international context. For example, several countries 

within the European Union have diverging legislation on the collection of waste streams that 

would allow collection and treatment of waste, i.e., many waste streams end up as mixed waste 

where the recycling costs becomes too high to be profitable (e.g., with plastic packaging). 

Another instance is legislation that obstruct the use of recycled materials in production 

processes – often motivated by aspects of consumer protection and health despite undermining 

circular opportunities. With varying legislation and regulation, we argue that cross-border 

collaboration becomes inhibited, the obstacles limit circular procurement, and it will be more 

difficult to implement the Circular Economy conceptually (Kirchherr et al., 2018). 



“Digital Platforms in the Circular Economy” –  Discussion 

 98 

Additionally, Pheifer (2017) argues that regulation prevents the principle of cascade thinking 

by preventing cascading material to cross international borders. This further corroborates 

Schibsted’s construction project example: “There are legally so many issues with transforming 

a linear economy toward a Circular Economy. For example, standardization of products – 

today it is not allowed to sell used construction materials ‘as new’” (Schibsted Interview). 

There are many aspects to this, such as the potential carbon lock-in of new technologies or 

value propositions that may hinder the altering of energy infrastructures (e.g., Schibsted 

Interview: “While in Norway where we thought we would be good, we haven’t been. We 

[Norway] come from this oil-finding business and so it has been an avoidable topic.”). 

However, this falls outside the scope of our thesis, it is nevertheless important issues that needs 

to be considered and potentially researched further in the context of circular value propositions 

on digital platforms. 

Although the scope of our thesis prevents us from diving deeper into these issues, mentioning 

these barriers serve a purpose for the discussion in our context. The misalignment between 

cross-national actors further emphasizes the notion that a global transition to a Circular 

Economy requires transformation on a systemic level and collaboration between all actors 

(EMF, 2015; Ghisellini et al., 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017). We further argue that 

internationalization of a circular value proposition has greater effect when implemented in the 

context of supportive actors (e.g., governments) in the ecosystem. As such, employing an 

internationalization model such as the Uppsala Model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), that 

emphasizes a step-by-step approach where decision makers need to observe opportunities, 

perceive risks, and consider cost of expansion, when deciding over future resource 

commitment, may be preferred. By doing so, the formal institutions and therefore the 

institutional distance between two potential collaborators in a circular economic system can be 

aligned relative to the activity to ensure facilitation and ease of implementation. 

In summary, from a reversed perspective and as mentioned previously, collective efforts toward 

a Circular Economy may in the future be regulatory mandated in certain regions or countries 

(e.g., The Circular Economy Action Plan by the EU Commission). As such, with time, it is not 

controversial to assume that international collaboration on circular activities may become easier 

and even to certain extents a premise for conducting business.  
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6.2.4 Concluding RQ2 

In conclusion to "how digital platforms can facilitate for the goals and principles of the 

Circular Economy" (RQ2) we argue the following: (1) Digital platforms as marketplaces have 

the potential to extend product and material lifecycles, thus elongating the consumption and 

extraction of natural resources. This further follows the cradle-to-cradle, natural capitalistic and 

blue economy schools of thought by designing lifecycles, preserving earth’s natural resources, 

and utilizing the end-of-life concept of a material or product and as such potentially slowing 

and closing the loops. (2) Digital platforms as innovation facilitators have the potential to foster 

collaboration and experimentation to yield co-creation of resilient circular value propositions - 

as such, employing principles of system- and cascade thinking and facilitating for 

transformational shifts in strategies toward slowing and closing the loop. (3) Digital platforms 

have the potential as information channels to facilitate information- and knowledge sharing to 

create a venue for debating and learning - ultimately inducing a transformational shift across 

all participating actors toward circular consensus and highlighting the business case of circular 

strategies and principles. (4) The power of network effects has the potential to be a driving 

force of the Circular Economy by serving as a propellant for circular principles and strategies 

on digital platforms. (5) Digital platforms are ideal ecosystem hosts and as such, from a system 

level perspective, are optimal tools to achieve collective circular outcomes between relevant 

actors in an immediate ecosystem in addition to facilitating for the goals and principles of the 

Circular Economy from an internationalization perspective. 

6.3 Concluding the Main Research Question 

In conclusion to the sub research questions in our study, we established that a circular value 

proposition in fact has a positive impact on the behavioral intention to use or join a digital 

platform and represents a tool that can be used to overcome Catch-22 dilemmas. As such, the 

Circular Economy through a circular value proposition represents a business case for digital 

platforms. We further clarified granularly and holistically how digital platforms can in fact 

facilitate for the goals and principles of the Circular Economy by providing marketplaces that 

enable resource loops, by facilitating for circular innovations and by acting as information 

channels to inform and educate about the Circular Economy. We further established how digital 

platforms may even represent a key driver for the Circular Economy through network effects 

and as ideal hosts of circular ecosystems. By answering these research questions, we argue that 
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we have answered our main research question and established a mutual beneficiency between 

digital platforms and the Circular Economy, as shown in Figure 13. 

 

Figure 13. The Mutual Beneficiency of digital platforms and the Circular Economy  

(Source: Self-Developed by the Authors) 

6.4 Summary of Contributions 

6.4.1 Theoretical Contributions 

To summarize the discussion above, we argue that our assessment of a potential mutual 

relationship between digital platforms and the Circular Economy in this thesis contributes to 

several theoretical streams in academia. 

(1) Using an extended version of the Theory of Planned Behavior as a framework to establish 

the impact of a circular value proposition on a consumer’s behavioral intention in our survey, 

we argue that our findings contribute to the theoretical discourse on the Theory of Planned 

Behavior as a framework for measuring behavioral intention in an environmental context. Thus, 

by the significance of the chosen constructs in RQ1, we advance the discussion on possible 

constructs to include. Furthermore, we corroborated the potential of the Theory of Planned 

Behavior as a tool within behavioral science to explain the behavioral intention of consumers 

for circular consumption (6.1.1). 

(2) Given the outlined gap in the literature towards the attractiveness of a circular value 

proposition in relation to the inherent Catch-22 dilemma on platforms, we argue that we also 
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contribute to the overall discussion on platform launch strategies in the context of circular 

platforms. Specifically, we outline that a circular value proposition has indeed a positive impact 

on the behavioral intention to use a digital platform in our sample and we further highlighted 

what implications this holds for overcoming Catch-22 dilemmas on platforms (6.1.2 (1)). 

(3) Moreover, we related these findings to theory on ‘platform envelopment’. As such, by 

establishing a circular value proposition as a potential business case for platforms, we provided 

valuable theoretical insights on ‘platform envelopment’ theory. More specfically, we 

demonstrated the theory’s applicability and relevance in the so far unexplored context of 

circular platforms and circular markets (6.1.2 (2)). 

(4) By critically discussing the enabling role of digital platforms for the Circular Economy 

together with practical insights from one of the leading circular platform operators in 

Scandinavia, we argue that our thesis further advances the theoretical discourse on digital 

platforms for the Circular Economy (RQ2). More specifically, we demonstrated how digital 

platforms can be powerful tools for the Circular Economy and as such we outlined how different 

types of platforms could technically contribute to sustainable economic growth (6.2.1). 

(5) By qualitatively connecting platform theory with circular principles and strategies, we 

extended existing literature on the topic with a more granular discussion around the 

requirements for defining a platform as circular (cf. discussion of Sharing Economy). 

(6) Accounting for the systemic perspective that is required for an implementation of the 

Circular Economy, we also elucidated how platforms can represent an ideal host for circular 

ecosystems both theoretically and with practical insights, further demonstrating and as such 

contributing to the discussion on the relevance of digital platforms in the Circular Economy 

(6.2.2). 

(7) We further highlighted how an international business perspective on the topic is relevant. 

Here, we outlined the opportunities of digital platforms to facilitate for circular economic 

internationalization and how the institutional perspective from existing international business 

theory is relevant in this context. For instance, we argued that the attractiveness and impact of 

a circular value proposition across countries could vary with culture, i.e., informal institutions 

(6.1.3). Moreover, with regards to formal institutions, we identified that diverging legislations 

may pose a crucial challenge for the collaboration of actors and thus for the implementation of 

a Circular Economy on an international scale (6.2.3). 
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(8) Finally, we argue that our thesis overall advances the discourse on digital platforms as an 

enabler for the Circular Economy by considering several dynamics and complementary topics 

that have so far not been combined or put in the same context in existing literature. As such, 

we illustrate the mutual beneficiency between digital platforms and the Circular Economy. 

6.4.2 Practical Implications 

Moreover, several practical implications or managerial insights can be derived from our thesis. 

(1) Our findings inform managers about the attractiveness of a circular value proposition on a 

platform. This generally algins with an overall trend of consumer behavior towards pro-

environmental behavior. The findings of our data analysis may also hold managerial insights 

into the potential drivers of a circular value propositions attractiveness and how the constructs 

used in our model could be leveraged on a platform. 

For instance, the individuals in our sample have both a positive attitude toward joining a digital 

platform with a circular value proposition and a perceived moral obligation to live sustainably, 

we also know that these are both driven by environmental concern. This is a powerful insight 

for circular platform managers with regards to incentivizing, educating, and communicating 

with new potential users. As such, successful circular platforms should clearly communicate to 

customers how using a platform has a positive impact on the environment, thereby addressing 

the constructs (e.g., through quantitative examples like TooGoodToGo and Schibsted). 

(2) Furthermore, we argue that a result of this value-creating potential of a circular value 

proposition, also in combination with other platform launch strategies, can help platform 

entrepreneurs to overcome Catch-22 dilemmas during platform launch. 

(3) Moreover, the positive impact of a circular value proposition on the behavioral intention of 

consumers to use a platform, as outlined in this thesis, also reveals potential practical 

implications for platform competition. More specifically, we argue that an increase in 

competition and possible market entries of larger platforms can be expected within so-far niche 

markets (e.g., second-hand). 

(4) Illustrating how digital platforms can technically contribute to the Circular Economy could 

inform platform managers about the ways different digital platform types (e.g., market, 

innovation, and information) can contribute to the Circular Economy. As such, platforms can 

yield the benefits of a circular value proposition and ultimately create value along the triple 
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bottom line. For instance, Zalando enveloped into the second-hand market to reach the goals of 

their sustainability strategy. 

(5) From an international business perspective, and aligned with existing theory, we argue that 

managers need to consider the institutional environment of a country when internationalizing 

with a circular value proposition. On the one hand, given our findings, we expect that cultural 

and personal norms within a society will play a pivotal role for the attractiveness of a circular 

value proposition and thus for the internationalization of a circular platform. On the other hand, 

both informal (e.g., culture) and formal (i.e., legislations) institutions are decisive challenges 

for platforms, for instance with regards to the collaboration with other actors when orchestrating 

an ecosystem across borders. As such, managers need to be aware of these dynamics. 

Contrarily, this trade-off can be positive as well, as international collaboration could also be 

leveraged for new circular innovations in practice (e.g., by knowledge sharing and collaboration 

on platforms across borders). 

6.5 Limitations and Future Research 

Conversely, our research is also subject to limitations, while we also identify several paths for 

future research on the topic. 

(1) Using an extended version of the Theory of Planned Behavior as a theoretical framework 

for the assessment of RQ1, we want to underline that the chosen constructs of our study do not 

necessarily represent an exhaustive list of the underlying factors that define the attractiveness 

of a circular value proposition. The Theory of Planned Behavior is centered around the attitude 

of individuals and as such leaves out other factors, which potentially hold explanatory value for 

a consumer’s behavioral intention (e.g., emotions) (Hansen, 2005). Moreover, while we 

focused on the behavioral intention of individuals to account for a potential shift in consumer 

behavior, we want to highlight that scholars also point out an ‘attitude-behavior’ gap with 

regards to pro-environmental behavior, i.e., that the positive attitude of a consumer not 

necessarily translates into actual behavior (e.g., Terlau & Hirsch, 2015). Hence, we suggest 

further research to assess whether a gap between attitude and behavior could also be present for 

circular platforms. Furthermore, we propose a longitudinal time frame for future studies, as 

opposed to the cross-sectional ‘snapshot’ of our study, might provide a better picture of the 

potential change in consumer behavior over time. 
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(2) One key limitation for the interpret ability of our results is that our survey utilized a non-

probability sampling for the regions of interest, Scandinavia and Germany. As such, we want 

to emphasize that the results of our survey, despite their alignment to the general trend of 

sustainable consumption, only have a limited generalizability for the true population in these 

regions. Furthermore, we recognized a violation in discriminant validity for two of our 

constructs that our model only partly accounted for and for which we provided a sensible 

argumentation for proceeding with the analysis (5.3.3). Nevertheless, following a critical 

rationalistic stance, we encourage future research to critically examine the chosen constructs of 

our study and to test our findings in a representative sample in order to solidify our results for 

the regions of interests in this study. Besides that, we identify an avenue for future research that 

assesses the attractiveness of a circular value proposition from an international perspective with 

a focus on the potential moderating role of institutional factors of a country. 

(3) Another important limitation for our thesis that needs to be addressed is that the assessment 

of RQ2 has not been subject to stringent methodological analysis and can therefore only be 

considered as complement for the discussion. As such, we encourage further research on RQ2 

to fully support our arguments through more rigorous research. Additionally, we wish to 

highlight our argument of digital platforms being excellent ecosystem hosts for circular 

internationalization, as this is a complex topic and is thus in need to be further developed and 

corroborated in future research. 

(4) Finally, we have placed the triple bottom line as central to the ideals and goals in this thesis 

despite having an operational perspective on our research. While the triple bottom line equally 

accounts for the environment, the economy, and society, the Circular Economy contrarily 

designates economic actors, that implement the circular system, as primary beneficiaries. While 

the environment benefits through reduced pollution and resource depletion, society only 

implicitly benefits through environmental improvements and other assumptions such as 

increased employment. As such, a limitation of our study is that the Circular Economy only 

accounts for society indirectly, and as such making the actual effects of a circular value 

proposition less clear compared to the effects on the environment and the economy. We 

therefore see a need for further research on the social effect of circular platforms.  
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7 Conclusion 

The motivation of our thesis transpired out of the rising environmental problems particularly 

driven by a ‘take-make-use-dispose’ approach to production and consumption, i.e., economic 

activity in the linear economy causing rising carbon emission, global warming, biodiversity 

loss, resource depletion, or water, air, and soil pollution (WWF, 2020). Given this global 

challenge, scholars, practitioners, and politicians alike, are increasingly highlighting the need 

to rethink our current linear model and promote a transition to a Circular Economy to fight 

climate change and the detrimental effects to the environment (EMF, 2015; Geissdoerfer et al., 

2020; Kirchherr et al., 2017). Besides that, the phenomenon of a ‘platform economy’ has started 

to emerge in connection to the Circular Economy, where a growing number of business cases 

illustrate the potential positive environmental, economic, and social impact of circular 

innovations on platforms (State of Green, 2018). 

As such, we wanted to investigate to what extent digital platforms can in actuality facilitate for 

the goals and principles of the Circular Economy. However, we also wanted to establish the 

Circular Economy as a business case for digital platforms, to pave the way for discussing how 

digital platforms can and would adopt circular practices in the first place. In other words, we 

wanted to establish a mutual beneficiency between digital platforms and the Circular Economy. 

In the process of our study, we discovered a central gap in existing literature in how digital 

platforms can achieve a critical mass in the Circular Economy. Thereby, we realized that a 

circular value proposition may help to solve a central challenge for platforms, the Catch-22 

dilemmas, by attracting users to the platform. As such, to answer “how digital platforms and 

the Circular Economy can mutually benefit each other?”, we defined two premises or sub 

research questions. Namely, “what impact has a circular value proposition on the behavioral 

intention to join a digital platform?” and “how can digital platforms facilitate for the goals and 

principles of the Circular Economy?”. 

For RQ1 we extended the Theory of Planned Behavior as a framework to create a survey that 

would establish the impact of a circular value proposition on a consumer’s behavioral intention 

to join a digital platform with a circular value proposition. To provide a cohesive answer for 

RQ2, we combined theory on digital platforms with theory on the Circular Economy (e.g., 

principles and strategies of the Circular Economy), while supplementing the discussion with 

practical insights from an expert interview. In conclusion to these research questions, we 

established that a circular value proposition in fact does have a positive impact on the behavioral 
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intention to use or join a digital platform. As such, a circular value proposition represents a 

business case for digital platforms by attracting users and representing a tool that can be used 

to overcome Catch-22 dilemmas. We further clarified granularly and holistically how digital 

platforms can in fact facilitate for the goals and principles of the Circular Economy and how 

digital platform may even represent a key driver for the Circular Economy. Lastly, by 

answering these research questions we argue that we have established a mutual beneficiency 

between digital platforms and the Circular Economy and we expect to see a growing number 

of circular platforms that foster circular economic growth in the future. 

Hence, our thesis contributes theoretically and practically to the discourse of digital platforms 

in the Circular Economy and provides valuable insights for further research on the topic. 
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Appendix 

 

Appendix 1. Focus Interviews – Interview Guide 

Knowledge about Digital Platforms for the Circular Economy  

1. Have you heard about the concept of the Circular Economy? [if not, concept described with 

explanation from consumer survey] 

2. Have you already used platforms with a Circular Value Proposition that most often come 

forth in form of apps and support the goals of the Circular Economy (e.g., Second-Hand or 

food waste platforms)? 

3. Why and Why not [using Digital Platforms with Circular Value Proposition]? 
 

Questions in connection to theoretically developed constructs 

4. Are you worried about the environment and the possible negative effects of climate change? 

5. Do your concerns impact your day-to-day decisions? 

6. Do you, personally, believe that using a “circular” platform could have a positive impact for 

the environment? 

7. Do you believe that people around you (at work or privately) think sustainability is an 

important matter? (Does it affect their day-to-day decisions?)  

8. Do you think if your friends or family would use a “circular” platform, you would also be 

more likely to do so? 

9. Do you think it is problematic for you to use these platforms? What problems do you 

encounter? 

10. Do you think you – and society in general – have a moral obligation to live sustainably? 

Source: Self-developed by the Authors. 
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Appendix 2. Focus Interviews – Transcripts 

Focus Interview 1 (Male – 20-29 years – Denmark – Master’s Degree) 

 

Q: Have you heard about the concept of the Circular Economy? 

A: Yes, I have. 

 

Q: So, how would you describe the Circular Economy?  

A: I mostly think, it is about more consumer goods not having a linear life cycle. Like you use 

something and then you get rid of it, once it's done and it doesn't get recycled back into the 

economy for [re-]use. [And for the Circular Economy], you recycle it [materials] into something 

else, such that it is sort of a circular process, I guess. 

 

Q: When we move a bit closer to the topic. Have you heard about platforms that have a circular 

value proposition? Or maybe, I clarify more, platforms that have a sustainable offering? 

A: Yeah, I guess ‘TooGoodToGo’ would be one, because it tries to eliminate food waste. 

 

Q: Exactly, but it could also be something like a second-hand platform such as DBA. 

A: I guess, I used eBay, when I was a bit younger but now it's more like the Amazon type of thing – 

or just DBA here [Danish version of eBay]. 

 

Q: But why have you used for example ‘TooGoodToGo in the past? 

A: I've only used it a couple times before, mainly for the discounts to be fair. 

 

Q: And if we then look on the other side, so perhaps why haven't you used those platforms more 

often in the past? 

A: I don't really know why to be fair. Before I downloaded the app, I hadn’t heard about it. But 

even [after downloading it], I found it just a bit confusing what to order and the pick-up times. 

So, I think when it was a little tricky, I just backed away from using it. But I know a decent 

amount about the company. For example, I follow the CEO on LinkedIn and last semester we 

tried to do a project with them [at university].  

 

Q: But do you then personally believe that these platforms such as food waste or second-hand 

platforms might have a positive impact on the environment? 

A: Definitely, for TooGoodToGo, I completely understand the purpose. But I don't really know 

about DBA and their impact, but I guess it makes sense with used goods and things. 

 

Q: In general, in your day-to-day life does the environment or maybe an environmental concern 

affect your day-to-day decisions? 

A: Yeah, I think so like over the last year, I’ve started to eat less meat and it is not because I 

strongly care about the treatment of animals – of course I do –, but that is not really the reason, 

it’s more environmentally related. At home, when I would buy fruits and vegetables, I would 
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think about where the vegetables are shipped from. But now, I really consider meat and the 

emissions that come from raising the animals. So yeah, I would definitely say that sustainability 

affects my day-to-day decisions. For example, I have also started to recycle within the last 4-5 

years. 

 

Q: So, what do you think has changed in the last years? 

A: At home in Victoria [Canada], where I lived it was a policy to recycle and you got free bins and 

bags for recycling and they won’t take your garbage unless you recycled it properly, so in a 

sense it was kind of forced. But then I think once you start doing it, it kind of forces you to think 

about why you should do it. And for meat, I always knew it was kind of bad for the environment 

but then my friends started to eat less meat as well and I think that made me think about it, too. 

 

Q: Would you then argue that the people around you – at work or privately – do also care more and 

more about sustainability in their day-to-day decisions? 

A: Yes, I think so, but I also believe it sort of depends on the people and even within friend groups 

or how normal it is in your country and to what extent you are exposed to it.  

 

Q: Maybe if we move a bit closer to the topic again – circular platforms or platforms with those 

sustainable offerings – would you also argue that if for example friends and family – or the 

people around you – use those platforms that you intend to use them as well? 

A: Yes, I definitely think so. I think that goes along with like everything in life. If something is 

some kind of trendy until it becomes normal to use it. And I believe with environmental or 

circular platforms, recycling and that things … that it can be sort of a pressure to also live more 

sustainably and using these platforms. It is kind of like a push to move in the direction of living 

sustainably. 

 

Q: For your personal usage, what do you think is problematic, when using those platforms? For 

example, something like availability? 

A: As I said, I don't have that many platforms that I use. But I think a problem with it is that 

initially, I was just figuring out how to actually use it and things like that. 

 

Q: But in general, would you consider that you have the knowledge, skills and resources to use 

those platforms? 

A: Yeah, I think for sure. 

 

Q: Back to the topic of having the societal pressure, so if we turn it around. Do you think that you 

in particular and society in general have some kind of moral obligation to live sustainably? 

A: Yeah, I definitely think you should do so. But I don’t know if it is like a ubiquitous sort of 

feeling that everyone is obligated to do it. I personally believe, society should do so. For me, it is 

rather an understanding that it is a privilege to live in a clean and sustainable society and that’s 

why I think you have to do something about it and you are kind of obligated to make decisions 

in that regard. 
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Focus Interview 2 (Female – 20-29 years – Sweden – Bachelor’s Degree) 

 

Q: Have you heard about the concept of the Circular Economy? 

A: Yes, through my boyfriend who is studying on the topic. But before him I have not. It is a bit 

unclear. 

Interviewer gives a short account of the Circular Economy: The Circular Economy is an economic system that 

aims to design out waste ("zero waste") and eliminate the continuous use of resources to protect the environment 
and fight climate change. Currently, an increasing number of digital platforms are emerging that incorporate 

the goals of the Circular Economy. Perhaps, you might even have encountered some of these platforms, that 
among others, try to reduce resource consumption or waste production (e.g., "TooGoodToGo"), foster the reuse 

of already produced products (e.g., second-hand platforms such as "DBA", "Finn", "Shpock"). 

 

Q: With that in mind, have you ever used a circular platform before? Such as TooGoodToGo 

(TGTG) or second hand etc. 

A: Yes. Here in Sweden, we have these platforms called “Tradera”, “Blocket”, “TGTG” – but 

although I do have the “TGTG” app, I haven’t used it yet. 

 

Q: Why have you used the one you have used, and why not the one you haven’t (TGTG).  

A: I like buying secondhand because it is cheaper and also because it is good for the environment to 

not buy everything new all the time…  

…With TGTG I really like the idea because I do not like food waste, but I mostly cook food on 

my own and therefore haven’t prioritized it. 

 

Q:  Would you say that you are worried about the environment and the possible negative effects of 

climate change? 

A: To be honest, before I didn’t. But I am becoming more and more aware of climate change and 

its negative effects. 

 

Q: Does that concern impact your day-to-day decisions?  

A: Yes, for example I try my best to consume all the food that I buy (minimize food waste), buying 

second hand, reuse as much as possible and also recycling. 

 

Q: Do you personally believe that using a circular platform such as TGTG or second hand can have 

a positive impact on the environment?  

A: Yes, because I believe that many micro-efforts can have a macro-impact if people start doing it. 

I don’t believe one individual can make an impact alone, but if many people start doing it then it 

can have a major impact on the environment. 

 

Q:  Do you believe that people around you think sustainability is important?  

A:  Yes. 

Q:  Do you think it affects their day-to-day decisions? (Like family, friends etc.) 

A: Yes. 
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Q:  If your family or friends used a circular platform, would you also be more likely to?  

A:  Yes, without a doubt. 

 

Q:  Do you think that it is problematic for you in any way to use these platforms?  

A:  I do not see any problems or challenges with that. 

 

Q:  Do you personally think and feel that you and the society in general, have a moral obligation, to 

live sustainably? 

A: Yes, as what I have said earlier: Before I didn’t believe that micro-efforts would have a macro-

impact. But when I moved to Sweden from the Philippines, it changed my perspective. 

 

Q:  What do you think changed your perspective? 

A: Probably culture, living situation and people around me. There is a big difference between the 

Philippines and Sweden. Sweden has a more sustainable living situation. For example, each 

household has recycling, and the topic of renewable energy is quite big. 
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Focus Interview 3 (Male – 30-39 years – Germany – Bachelor’s Degree)  

*Translated from German* 

 

Q: Have you heard about the concept of the Circular Economy and encountered Digital Platform 

that most often come forth in form of apps and have a positive impact on the environment? 

A: Yes, I have heard about such platforms and the concept [referring to sustainability], but I don’t 

know any platform in particular, so I am only able to envisage what the topic is about. Living in 

a more rural area [in Germany] however, I feel that these platforms are less present. 

 

Interviewer gives a short account of the Circular Economy: The Circular Economy is an economic system that 
aims to design out waste ("zero waste") and eliminate the continuous use of resources to protect the environment 

and fight climate change. Furthermore, the interviewer gives examples of Digital Platforms with a circular 

value proposition. For instance, mentioning more prominent platforms that foster the reuse of already produced 

products (e.g., second-hand platforms such as "EBay Kleinanzeigen", "Shpock", or "Kleiderkreisel"). 

 

Q:  With that in mind, have you ever used a circular platform before? 

A:  Yes, now I understand it better and I have already used a few of these second-hand platforms, 

but mainly to save money or to sell used products that I don’t need any more and not primarily 

for environmental reasons. 

 

Interviewer gives short example, how price on Digital Platforms with circular value proposition is not 

necessarily lower, as some platforms might entail higher prices due to reused or refurbished materials. 

 

Q: Would you intend to use more of these platforms over the next years? And why haven’t you 

used these platforms before? 

A: Yes, and I would also use more of the environmental-friendly platforms, if I see that they have a 

higher use for my day-to-day life. And to be completely honest, I haven’t engaged with the topic 

enough yet, because in my day-to-day life it isn’t an urgent topic, as one tends to stick to more 

convenient behavior sometimes (Participants gives example of sorting waste). 

 

Q:  But generally, would you argue that your day-to-day decisions are also driven by environmental 

considerations and a concern about the environment? 

A: Definitely, maybe not in the context of these platforms, as I have not used them too much yet, 

but in general I am very concerned about these issues. For example, I try to primarily buy local 

products that are organic and produced locally. Or I support small bakeries in our city that have 

organic products. If there were platforms supporting this more locally, I would definitely use it 

(mentioning that there are no offers on TooGoodToGo in his region). 

 

Q:  Do you, personally, believe that using a “circular” platform could have a positive impact for the 

environment? 

A:  Definitely, but as opposed to cities, in our rural areas some of these innovative businesses are 

less present, such as TooGoodtoGo, which is sad, because I believe, environmental issues are 

also a broadly discussed topic in rural areas, considering the large presence of agriculture and 

the intention of many people to buy locally. 
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Q:  What makes using these platforms problematic for you? 

A:  I think, except of second-hand platforms, some of these platforms are just not present in our 

rural region or I haven’t heard of their offer. 

 

Q:  Do you believe that people around you (at work or privately) think sustainability is an important 

matter? (Does it affect their day-to-day decisions?) 

A: Yes, I think many people in my personal environment are concerned with sustainability, as it is a 

future topic, considering the effect of climate change for future generations. Everyone should 

have anchored environmental considerations. It also plays a big role for many people close to 

me when it is about consumption and buying groceries (e.g., local products). However, we [me 

and my friends] are not discussing sustainability on a daily basis. 

 

Q:  Do you think if your friends or family would use a “circular” platform or sustainable products, 

you would also be more likely to do so? 

A: For sure, if something is lived in your environment, you are influenced by this and more likely 

to use it. For example, the running app [Runtastic] – maybe not necessarily for environmental 

sustainability – is pretty popular among people at work or among my friends. If you see that 

people that matter to you use this app, you are more motivated to go on the street for a run as 

well. And I can imagine that this would also be the case for digital platforms with sustainable 

offerings. So, if friends and family would use such apps, I am pretty sure that I would use these 

apps, too. 

 

Q: Do you think that you – and society in general – have a moral obligation to live sustainably? 

A: Yes, for sure, especially hearing about extreme cases like the case of crabs that are caught in the 

North Sea and then sent to Morocco to be peeled, just to be shipped backed to Germany. You 

really question this nonsense. And then you also start questioning that something like this might 

be profitable and it really makes you rethink. And then you try to improve your behavior on a 

daily basis on a personal level, however I become sloppy sometimes. 

 

Q: But in general, do you think that you – and society in general – have a moral obligation to live 

sustainably? 

A: Yes, for sure.  
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Focus Interview 4 (Male – 40-49 years – Germany – PHD)  

*Translated from German* 

Q: Have you heard about the concept of the Circular Economy? 

A: Yes, I know it. It is also a concept pursued by the EU and that is tried to be implemented all over 

the place. There are also different political endeavors, so I know it and I heard about it. 

 

Q:  In this context, have you also heard about digital platforms that have sustainable offerings and 

that support the goals of the Circular Economy? 

A:  Yes, I know it. There are some in the food and clothing area. 

 

Q:  Have you also been using these platforms in the past? It seems like you aware of their offerings. 

A: I do know them, and I have looked into it to see what they are doing, but personally I haven’t 

used it yet. 

 

Interviewer gives a short clarification what can be considered as a digital platform with circular value 
proposition such as second-hand platforms, food-waste platforms that have the goal to reuse or recycle 

resources or to avoid waste. 

 

Q:  But in this context, you said that you have already heard of these platforms and come to grips 

with it, why haven’t you used these platforms such as TooGoodToGo before?  

A: Oh well, why? To be honest, I don’t know… Probably because I don’t know if it is tailored to 

household-sized solutions or if you really get a compilation [in a magic bag of TooGoodToGo] 

that you can use. And, because I don’t know if you perhaps not only relocate the problems, as in 

some cases [referring to second-hand] you trigger transportation and the shipment of packages. I 

don’t really know whether what happens there is really more sustainable at the end of the day. 

 

Interviewer gives clarification that people pick-up the magic bag in the case of TooGoodToGo and it is not 

being shipped. 

 

A:  Alright, then for TooGoodToGo it might not be the case. But if you consider the case of 

‘etepetete’(Website) that compile fruits and vegetables that are not marketable – just to ship it. 

 

Q:  But in this case [etepetete], it is difficult to assess and to say within in a life-cyle analysis, 

whether it has a lower carbon footprint in the end or not. But in general, it is the idea instead of 

wasting products that have already been produced using significant resources in the production. 

But I think I do not need to explain to you the carbon emission in agriculture [Interviewee is a 

professor for sustainable land use in the agriculture sector]. But besides that, are there any other 

problems that you see why you might haven’t used these platforms before – especially regarding 

the usage of them? In particular availability or that you do not have the resources to use them? 

A:  No, actually not. It is more about the lack of demand that one hasn’t integrated it in daily life. 

 

https://etepetete-bio.de/diebox
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Q:  What do you think is the biggest issue here? That you don’t know what these platforms offer? 

A: Exactly, I think it is the case that one is not really informed about their offerings. 

 

Q:  But in general, I would assume that you are worried about the environment and the possible 

negative effects of climate change? 

A: Oh yes, a lot. I am personally concerned with it, especially in connection to consumption. 

Particularly, for food, I only buy organic products and only as much as needed. However, there 

are some areas where it is not working out that much. 

 

Q:  But generally, your environmental concerns affect your daily decisions? 

A: Yes, of course, as I said for groceries, I would argue that it really influences my decisions. 

However, on the other hand, driving a car, buying cloths – you are aware of it – but I do not 

necessarily know, if it [environmental concern] affects it [referring to personal decisions] 

completely. 

 

Q:  Maybe if we stay with the Circular Economy, maybe you are not completely ‘rethinking’ your 

behavior, but definitely ‘reduce’… 

A: Exactly.  

 

Q:  But in general, as you already have an impression about these platforms, do you think that they 

generally can have a positive impact on the environment with their value proposition and 

business model? 

A: Yeah, a positive impact perhaps yes, but I do believe that they are only a building stone, ‘alone 

they won’t save the world.’ I believe, it can play a part, but in general it needs different 

framework conditions. For example, legal matters that fruits and vegetables, how should I say… 

that they are categorized as marketable and that you are also allowed to sell a ‘crooked 

cucumber’ or a ‘too small or too big apple’ such that you don’t even need such a platform 

[referring to etepetete]. But I think a lot is happening already, for example that the first 

supermarkets advertise that they also sell these products. 

 

Clarification: Etepetete can rather be considered as an e-commerce reseller as they buy the non-

marketable vegetables from supermarkets and wholesalers and re-sell them to consumers. 

 

Q:  So, you think it is more a systematic issue? 

A: For sure, a collaboration from business and politics would be necessary. 

 

Interviewer gives example that digital platforms can be more than using over-capacity such as 

platforms for refurbished products or platforms in the construction sector that enable an efficient use 

of products and materials. 

A:  Yes sure, that’s right, it goes further than that. How is it called? ‘Nebenan’ or something like 

that, where you can share things in your neighborhood such that not everyone needs to buy a 

drilling machine and you lend it each other. No, I think ‘that’ in particular is very reasonable. 

But it can only have an impact, depending on the platform and the context and where there is a 
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critical mass for it, some for example only work in big cities. 

 

Q:  But do you have the feeling that people around you (at work or privately) think that 

sustainability is an important matter, and it affects their day-to-day decisions? 

A: Yes, at least I believe that it is more present and that it is not completely abstruse to use 

something like that and to think in a sustainable way. It [i.e., sustainability] hasn’t got that ‘eco’ 

tag anymore and it became mainstream and reaches more people than perhaps 20 years ago, 

where only ‘eco’ people engaged with it. I think it has become more socially acceptable. 

 

Q:  Looking at the influence of friends, family and colleagues, do you think if people around you 

would use these platforms that you are more likely to use them as well? 

A: Yes, I think it has an influence, because you talk about it. I really believe if you talk about it and 

know that others [around you] use these platforms, it takes away the threshold to use it, because 

you also become part of it. 

 

Q:  Do you think there is also some kind of social pressure to use them if other people do it? 

A: For sure, I think it has an impact. Maybe at least that you perhaps think more often about it. I 

mean in the end it is really individual, how it impacts you. But I do think it could have an 

influence. 

 

Q:  And if we turn that around, do you also believe that you – and the society – have a moral 

obligation to live more sustainably? 

A: Well, now you could start talking about the WBGU, the ‘Wissenschaftlicher Beirat für 

Grundsatzfragen des Umweltschutzes’ [the academic counsel for ethical questions for 

environmental protection of the German government] that talk about the ‘big tansformation’ and 

they argue it needs sort of a social contract, in other words that all actors of the society change 

their behavior such that you can reach the goals to stay within the planetary boundaries. Ergo 

there is a moral obligation of the society, but then you need to consider everyone, from 

businesses, politics to every private person. 
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Focus Interview 5 (Female – 50-59 years – Norway – Professional Degree) 

*Translated from Norwegian* 

 

Q:  Have you heard about the concept of the Circular Economy? 

A:  No. 

 

Interviewer gives a short account of the Circular Economy: The Circular Economy is an economic system that 

aims to design out waste ("zero waste") and eliminate the continuous use of resources to protect the environment 
and fight climate change. Currently, an increasing number of digital platforms are emerging that incorporate 

the goals of the Circular Economy. Perhaps, you might even have encountered some of these platforms, that 
among others, try to reduce resource consumption or waste production (e.g., "TooGoodToGo"), foster the reuse 

of already produced products (e.g., second-hand platforms such as "DBA", "Finn", "Shpock", or 

"Kleiderkreisel"). 

 

Q:  Do you understand it better now?  

A:  Yes. 

 

Q:  With that in mind, have you ever used a circular platform before? Such as TooGoodToGo 

(TGTG) or second hand etc. 

A: I have used TGTG on several occasions and I have also used second-hand websites (Finn.no). 

But I rarely use Digital Platforms in general. 

 

Q:  Well, TGTG and secondhand platforms such as Finn.no would qualify as digital platforms. A 

digital platform is simply an online venue that facilitates transactions between different users or 

“sides”. 

A: Oh well, then I guess, yes.  

 

Q:  Why have you used these platforms?  

A: Because it is easy, cheap and you are able to get more value for the money. I also like buying 

second hand as it has more “charm” than buying new.  

 

Q:  Would you say that you are worried about the environment and the possible negative effects of 

climate change? 

A:  Yes, I think everybody is. We are terrible with waste, even if we recycle there are still an 

enormous amount of consumer waste and contamination out there. So somewhere we have to be 

doing something wrong, given the state of things. They talk about changes in the atmosphere 

because of all that ‘bad stuff’ we spit out so naturally we need to do better.   

 

Q:  Does this concern impact your day-to-day decisions? 

A: We try to recycle, and I try to buy ecological food or otherwise sustainable products when 

applicable and not too expensive.  
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Q:  Do you personally believe that using a circular platform such as TGTG or second hand can have 

a positive impact on the environment?  

A: Yes, obviously. By reusing cloths or apparel you don’t have to produce new all the time. Same 

with food, instead of throwing away the food and having to continuously produce new food (and 

the resources that requires) you utilize what you have.  

 

Q:  Do you believe that people around you think sustainability is important? 

A:  Yes, that is my impression. Although people may not be generically fanatic or “put their whole 

soul into it”, I do believe most people are aware of the issue. We probably think more about it 

now than we, as a population, ever have done. But from that standpoint toward realizing it in 

reality, I think it is quite far.  

 

Q:  With that in mind, if people around you (e.g., your children, family, friends) used a circular 

platform, would you also be more likely to? 

A:  Yes, we influence each other, without a doubt. Same as everything else, we are influenced by 

people around us.  

 

Q:  Do you think that it is problematic for you in any way to use these platforms, is there something 

challenging about using them? 

A: No, not really. Although I am working in an apparel store – so obviously if people are going to 

start buying second hand all the time, then the store, and my job, would ultimately go under. 

Apart from that, I do not think there are any issues.  

 

Q:  Do you personally think and feel that you and the society in general, have a moral obligation, to 

live sustainably? 

A: Yes – at least it should be the case. I am not the most devoted or best with regards to living 

sustainable at all but considering the state of the world – it should be the case. That’s what I 

think. 
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Appendix 3. Survey Questions 

Question Items Question Adapted from 

 

Behavioral Intention (BI) 

BI1 
How likely is it that you will use a digital platform  

with a circular offering over the next five years?a (Hansen et al., 2004) 

 
BI2 

I would join a "digital platform with a circular offering" 

in the next five years. 

 

Environmental Concern (EC) 

EC1 I am concerned about waste generation. 

(Urban & Ščasný, 2012) 

 

EC2 I am concerned about air and water pollution. 

EC3 
I am concerned about natural resource depletion  

(e.g., deforestation). 

EC4 I am concerned about climate change. 

 

Attitude towards Behavior (Att) 

Att1 
Adopting sustainable practices is a wise idea 

for companies. 
(Taylor & Todd, 1995; 

Tommasetti et al., 2018) 

 Att2 
I like knowing that a company or digital platform 

adopts sustainable practices. 

Att3 
I believe that using a circular platform is good 

for the environment. 
(Wang et al., 2018) 

Att4 For me, using a circular platform is positive. (Kim & Han, 2010) 

 

Perceived Moral Obligation (PMO) 

PMO1 
Everybody should save natural resources because they are 

limited (e.g., reducing waste or consuming less) 
(Chen & Tung, 2014) 

PMO2 
It is my moral obligation to save natural resources because they 

are limited. (Jansson & Dorrepaal, 

2015) 
PMO3 

It is my moral obligation to take climate change into 

consideration in my day-to-day actions 

PMO4 I feel that I have an ethical obligation to live sustainably. (Rex et al., 2015) 

 

Subjective Norm (SN) 

SN1 My close family members think I should live sustainably. 
(Rex et al., 2015) 

SN2 My friends and acquaintances think I should live sustainably. 

SN3 
If my friends will use a circular platform, I will do  

so as well. 
(Hao et al., 2020) 

SN4 
In general, people around me consider it useless to  

join a circular platform.b (Tommasetti et al., 2018) 

 

Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC)  

PBC1 
I think I have the resources, the knowledge and the skills 

necessary to understand if a platform adopts a circular offering. 
(Taylor & Todd, 1995) 

PBC2 
I believe I have the resources, the knowledge and the skills 

necessary to join in a platform with a circular offering. 

PBC3 Joining a circular platform yields few problems for me. (Hansen et al., 2004) 

PBC4 
It is - or would be - easier for me to protect the environment by 

using a platform with a circular offering. 
(Wang et al., 2018) 

   

Note: Items measured with a 7-point Likert-Scale from Strongly Disagree – Strongly Agree 
a Extremely Unlikely – Extremely Likely   b Question reversed 

Source: Self-developed by the Authors.  
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Appendix 4. Mean for Survey Questions Categorized after Demographics 

 

Source: Self-developed by the Authors. 
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Appendix 5. Structural Model Output with Unstandardized Coefficients  

 

 

Source: Stata Output. 
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Appendix 6. Schibsted Interview – Interview Guide 

 

Interview questions – « Digital Platforms in the Circular Economy » 

Research: Our master thesis assesses the relationship between Digital Platforms and the Circular 

Economy. Specifically, how Digital Platforms can facilitate a transition towards a Circular 

Economy and what drives a win-win-win-situation between business, consumers and the 

environment. 

 

Conception of the Circular Economy 

1. How do you define the “Circular Economy” at Schibsted?  

2. The Role of Circular Economy at Schibsted – What role does the Circular Economy play in 

“Schibsted’s” strategic agenda and identity?  

 

Digital Platforms in the Circular Economy  

3. How can a platform impact the Circular Economy? – What do you think is the impact of 

using a platform-based business model to achieve circular economic goals (benefits and 

limitations)? 

4. How does adopting a circular value proposition impact Schibsted’s platform and its users 

(positively and negatively)? 

 

International Perspective 

5. In your experience, are there any contrasts in adopting a circular value proposition (and its 

impact) in a different country/market (benefits and limitations)? 

Source: Self-developed by the Authors. 
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Appendix 7. Schibsted Interview – Transcript 

Q: We are trying to investigate further into the relationship between digital platforms and the 

Circular Economy (CE) – more specifically in this context how you can use digital platforms to 

facilitate for the circular economy. We have sent you an interview guide, and we are talking to 

you in the hopes of getting a better business perspective on this topic.  

 How do you define the CE at Schibsted?  

A:  In Schibsted we are talking about Circular Consumption, being part of the CE. So, the inner 

circle of the circular economy around reuse, repair, share, resell and so on. I believe that this is a 

forgotten area in EU’s action plan (that are talking more extensively about the outer circles) and 

I also think this is where you can have the highest impact on the environment. So, we are very 

concerned with the consumption part.  

We are trying to educate the people around us. About the CE – but with emphasis on the 

consumption part. Obviously, this is related to the context of Schibsted being a harmony of 

consumer brands – we are in that category.  

Also, I think it’s really forgotten in many cases. Also, in green finance coming up now with 

taxonomy where they will not look at the CE until quite late. So, we are risking that we will fall 

out of this taxonomy as well – if they don’t talk about the consumption part – even though I 

would claim we are quite sustainable as a company.  

 

Q:  I can imagine that educating the customer is a huge part of your activity? Because I can imagine 

that most consumers are not fully aware of the CE and what you guys are doing? 

A:  Absolutely, we have set 15 areas that we feel is very important within sustainability. This is 

based on a thorough process in 2019, where we looked at benchmarking against peers, risk and 

opportunity analysis, impact analysis and stakeholder dialogues (as a result, we ended up with 

these 15 aspects).   

During the stakeholder dialogues (3500 stakeholders), we asked users, readers, advertisers, 

investors and so on. We had talks with our executive teams through workshops to develop a 

sustainability pyramid for us in Schibsted, where the higher you climb, the bigger is the impact 

for sustainability. For example, the ‘hygiene aspect’ (lower part) includes managing materials 

and waste, the ‘focus aspect’ (middle part) includes responsible marketing, the ‘unique aspect’ 

(upper part) includes empowering circular and sustainable consumption. The reason why this 

pyramid is important is that it displays how empowering circular and sustainable consumption 

has a much bigger impact on the environment compared to for example managing energy use 

and greenhouse gas emission (which is lower for a major digital company).  

  

Q:  Would you argue that the sustainable actions within Schibsted is part of a marketing tool, that it 

is used to attract customers? Or is it rather an eccentric / environmental perspective that drives 

these actions?  

A: (Really good question). When we started our first marketplace in year 2000, it was not to save 

the environment but to save our own revenues in classified newspapers. It was a really bold 

move at that time as we had really high revenues at the time in physical newspapers – although 

it was in retrospective a very smart move. But the mindset that has been in Schibsted, as we 

come from journalism and we have digital marketplaces, is that we are sustainable by default. 

However, we haven’t been conscious about sustainability. So going forward, we cannot just 
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have financial perspectives in investments, we also have to put sustainability criteria’s into our 

mindset.  

 When we started our ‘second-hand effect project’ (calculating the effect from our marketplaces), 

it was a way to show a great environmental effect, but with the main driver being marketing or 

branding. However, lately we have started to shift the mindset from (laws & regulation) 

compliance around sustainability, toward sustainability being integrated into our strategy and 

core business and not a “side-project” - being in my position (Head of Sustainability at 

Schibsted), I managed to do that. Sustainability has become a purpose. My position will not be 

there in the future, as sustainability will be an integral part of society and business.  

What we have been able to do so far in Schibsted is plucking the “low hanging fruit” so-to-say 

(reducing emissions and easier initiatives. However, our ambition has become to use 

sustainability – such as the second-hand effect project - for something good, such as developing 

new business models and finding business opportunities with this as core value. What we have 

done so far is for example on Finn.no (Norwegian second-hand marketplace), you will be 

informed in the article about potential (kg) savings of Co2 emission when buying the product 

compared to buying new (e.g. by buying this product you are saving X kg of Co2 emissions and 

that compares to newly produced sweaters). Therefore we are using sustainability not only to 

nudge the consumer but also incorporate it into our business in a total new way.  

Q:  It seems to us that ‘circularity’ is a big part of your identity, especially when it comes to 

processes and how you run your business. But it also seems that you are trying to expose this 

mindset to your consumers as well. Do you feel like exposing the consumers to the idea of being 

more sustainable by buying second hand for example, has a positive impact on your consumers? 

And in what way? In terms of increasing consumer base, is it an attractive part of your platform?  

A: I believe the reality of people going to marketplaces and buying second hand is that it is for a 

good deal. We did a survey a couple of years ago now saying that less than 10% do it because 

they want to save the planet or the environment (environmental conscious people), the rest is out 

to get a good deal or to save money. However, subjectively it seems to also give the consumers 

or sellers a really good ‘feeling’, that they are doing something good – even though it might not 

have been the primary motive.  So, I think it’s all about nudging the sellers and buyers, getting 

the mindset into people without necessarily dictating that you need to think about the climate or 

being environmentally conscious – but rather normalizing it.  

 

Q:  We want to establish a mutual beneficence between a platform and the CE - both how digital 

platforms can facilitate for the CE, but also how CE or sustainability can be a facilitator for 

platforms. Thus, we are also looking into what drives people around a circular offering and 

possibly the role and significance of informing people. This leads us to the next question. How 

do you think that a platform-based business impact the CE? 

A:  A platform can make it easier for people. The problem with people today is that a lot wants to 

contribute, and they do understand that their consumption is too high. So, a platform can help 

the consumers reduce their consumption in a really smooth and easy way. Thus, a platform that 

can facilitate for sustainable consumption is necessary. We want to contribute and save the 

world as a company, we have the technology, the knowledge and the platform/place to do this. 

Our CEO stated: “Now we have been digitalizing our company for 20 years, now it’s time to use 

this technology and acknowledge in order to help save the world.  

 For example, a B2B case in Schibsted. One of the biggest problems today is emissions from 

building and construction industry (40% of all emissions, and 25% of waste). The building 

industry don’t have any incentive to not throw away material that could still be used – because 
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they do not have to pay for it. Thus, if you want to use building materials, as of today you do not 

have any sort of “archive” to see what is existing that could be sold, of houses that are going to 

be demolished.  There is a company in the Netherlands, that started to make an overview of used 

building materials. However, they lacked a marketplace. We then stepped in with the technology 

we have to build a marketplace. It is of course a huge project as it requires a lot of partner 

inclusions. But imagine the impact it could have if you do have buyers and sellers to participate. 

It shows the necessity of platforms to make buyers and sellers meet in order to solve the problem 

of the linear economy. However, there are legally so many issues with transforming a linear 

economy toward a CE. For example, standardization of products – today it is not allowed to sell 

used construction materials ‘as new’. In addition, you need a buyer, a seller, logistics, a place to 

put the products between buyer and seller, legal implications need to be straightened out, 

proper incentives etc. An entrepreneur in Sweden also tried to make this work, however they did 

not have the resources or possibility to map out all the partners, the technology to provide it so 

it was ultimately immature.  

Before the EU launched their action plan for the CE, we were interviewed by the EU 

commission as they were eager to know how we calculated the effect of our second-hand project 

on our platforms as they were looking into how they could do the same.  

 

Q:  It is interesting as we are moving into the idea of system thinking – which we also want to 

include in our thesis. Do you think it needs to be a collaborative effort of the different actors, not 

only the typical platform actors but also government and such to make this work?  

A:  Yes. This has stopped us in our tracks many times. As the ecosystem of actors are so big and if 

you do not account for it then implementation of initiatives is not possible. For example, all laws 

and regulations in Norway is based on a linear economy and transition to the CE hasn’t 

happened within government yet – they are working on it. In fact, Norway is only 2.4% circular 

(Circularity Gap report) – we are linear at the moment. In general, to be able to reach 2030 

agenda you need partnerships. But this is very difficult because it will be a lot of conflicts etc.  

 In addition, it needs to be a business case – we won’t be able to unify goals if the initiative 

doesn’t yield financially. All those partners that wants a “cut of the cake” therefore needs to be 

aligned. However, I do believe it’s enough for everyone. There will be laws and regulation that 

says it won’t be allowed to emit as much as we do going forward – and the way to get through 

that is to make sustainability into a business case.  

 

Q:  How do you think that the platform comes in there? Or how can a platform in particular 

contribute to that ecosystem.  

A: By making it smooth. Facilitate transactions. Without a platform a buyer and seller will ‘never’ 

meet, or it will be hard to. The platform is there to bring the actors together. It will not work 

without a platform.  

 

Q:  Would you say that one of the biggest challenges for platforms to facilitate for the CE is to map 

out and organizing ecosystems for this to sort of “fit together like a puzzle”. 

A: Yes, and then how to make sure that all of those puzzles actually contribute, like the laws and 

regulations. The right incentives for the buyer and sellers and so on. You would not be able to 

make it work if you don’t have the full picture of who is involved and needs to be involved.  

 Furthermore, more sectors and industries (e.g., construction) will have a lot more pressure going 
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forward. As it is only 10 years until 2030. And a lot of governments are now also committing to 

goals to be fully circular by 2050. This is a huge task – and it requires that these governments 

will have to change laws and regulations toward becoming more circular – which will affect all 

industries and companies will experience pressure from all angles. If you don’t adhere to laws 

and regulations around sustainability there will be financial penalties. In Norway there are now a 

big shift in companies coming to the government asking for incentives as many want to change 

toward becoming more circular – but with a linear system it is hard. Hopefully these regulatory 

changes will make the transition to a CE smoother and easier.  

 

Q:  How does a circular offer / circular value proposition affect Schibsted’s Business and consumers 

– in other words, how is a circular value proposition a business case for you.  

A:  I believe that this question also summarizes my “mission” here at Schibsted as well. There is a 

lot of business opportunities out there and if we remain 100% comfortable with our current 

(linear) business models, we will lose. There are many things happening out there and the 

consumers are changing.  

 For example, IKEA. They have stated that they will be fully circular in 2030. At this point they 

are trying to make their own marketplaces for second-hand products, in other words they are, 

alone, trying to take the full value chain so the IKEA products will likely not end up in our 

(Schibsted’s) marketplaces. The same goes for H&M and other commerce coming up with niche 

markets.  

As so much is happening it is very important for Schibsted to see where this is headed in order 

to stay relevant and take those business opportunities, as the current market changes might 

render Schibsted’s business model irrelevant in just a few years.  

Another example, a big part of our marketplaces that is doing really well is the car market. We 

have top-notch technologies with amazing dashboards, but what happens when people do not 

want to buy cars anymore? When they just want to get from A-B? We need to be positioned for 

that change. A shift in our business model is necessary.  

So, this is how it affects us. We need to be first movers – and on top of – new business 

opportunities and market changes in order to stay relevant. The first movers is also the ones that 

will earn the most money and…  

…We have to earn more money, but in a sustainable way. 

 

Q:  So, if we understand correctly it is not just about how a value proposition can benefit you but 

getting ready for the CE also means to be ready to for the future and staying ahead. Being 

circular also means you are able to “follow the stream”, following the changes in the market and 

being adaptable to consumer demand?  

A:  Exactly, and as you know E-commerce is flourishing at this moment – although it might not be 

very sustainable. So, we want to turn that around and say… 

… its not E-commerce we are talking about but RE-commerce. 

 We need to think differently, and I think that getting into that circular thinking will help us think 

in a different and better way.    

 

Q:  In a sense, moving from E-commerce to RE-commerce also encourages other companies as well 

to incorporate circular thinking or same line of thinking – especially as it becomes a business 
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case?  

A: Yes.  

 

Q:  To you experience, do you think this circular shift or focusing on becoming more sustainable in 

your business also affects decision making, business processes and employee satisfaction? 

A: What we see in Schibsted is that the employees are really starting to be more aware and they 

want to contribute to our sustainability journey. Lately, new hires in Schibsted also states that 

the reason they choose Schibsted is because they know we have a good sustainability profile and 

they want to contribute to a good purpose as well. The last few years there has been a lot of 

dialogue with employees at Schibsted and interestingly enough a lot of tech-people, which could 

have any job they want (any salary almost as well), choose Schibsted because they want this 

purpose and feeling that they are contributing to something that’s higher than themselves.  

We have also launched a sustainability programme in Schibsted where we choose 15 change-

makers - sustainability change-makers - across Schibsted, varying in geography, gender, 

business area, position and others. They will use 10% of their time on projects for sustainability 

and make sure that we will reach our sustainability goals. They start out with a sustainability 

course at Cambridge University to get a basic understanding and build confidence with these 

projects. The reason for this is because we want to evolve the employees and build a network of 

change-makers out there so that we can improve from the inside-out. (there is a lot of people 

applying for these positions as well).  

These projects also have an amazing impact. Our second-hand effect project showed that in 

2019 we saved 25 million tons of CO2 emissions through second-hand – that is 666x more than 

our own emissions (Schibsted emissions). So of course, we should put our resources to continue 

making those platforms where we can have a positive impact. That is also why we have it high 

on our strategic agenda. We believe that the time is running out and so we have to set high 

ambitions in order to have the most positive impact possible.  

Several of the executive team agrees that we need to have everyone on board – so I have had to 

use information and data looking at sustainability as a micro-trend in order to keep everyone on 

board and to show how we can turn sustainability into business opportunities and “show them 

the way”. A great initiative we have done is to launch a sustainable investment policy in one of 

our business areas last year (the venture part). So now, they are doing due diligence and have 

sustainability criteria when screening companies and this is of course all related to the EU, green 

finance, taxonomy and that part. It is a long way to go and it is long-term work but we are 

definitely on the right path.  

Q:  What you have done so far is nothing short of amazing, even having the title of “head of 

sustainability”. One thing is to convince executives, but how do you also convince stakeholders 

and consumers? How are you maintaining credibility and trust in the statements you are making 

– In a sense, how are you avoiding the dilemma of greenwashing?  In other words, you are 

educating people on sustainability but how do you maintain credibility and trust in what you are 

doing and saying?  

A:  The first I did in my position three (3) years ago was to change our sustainability report, which 

is part of the annual report and make sure that we are reporting according to proper standards. 

Because before it was quite insubstantial. When we managed to do it according to GRI it was 

much more transparent and structured, we had goals and targets and better calculations. 

Suddenly, we got better ESG ratings all across the board. My next step afterwards was to the 

CEO and the rest of the executive team and try to anchor the strategy with them. I have worked 

for a long time in Schibsted, primarily within finance, which was very useful as I could speak 
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“their language”. I know we had to earn money. So I could “press those buttons” and say that 

investors do not want to invest in us if we are not sustainable, we will not be able to recruit the 

best people, not be able to keep the best people and also talk about the risk part – the risk of not 

doing things (being sustainable) and turning it into business opportunities.  

 Then we got a new CEO in December 2018 (a woman) and she presented the strategy with the 

pyramid and the sustainable purpose on top. There is a dangerous of greenwashing of course, 

which is why we did this anchoring process with all stakeholders. We are reporting on all our 

goals, KPI’s, sustainable strategies, progress, why didn’t we reach our goals and so forth in the 

sustainability report in order to maintain transparency.  

We will not only create value for our shareholders but also our stakeholders. 

 

 Overall, you need to be transparent. You can’t talk solely on the positive but also the negative. 

We are very good at calculating our environmental effects – but the effect on the society of our 

journalism is much harder to calculate. Although we are really working hard on finding models 

on how to calculate that as well.  

 

Q:  We might have touched upon obstacles and challenges, but in addition to regulation and partners 

and ecosystems. Besides the mindset of consumers, do you think there is anything else that 

could hinder the implementation of a circular value proposition on platforms?  

A:  We could also mention the producers / suppliers and their responsibility. You have to do 

something about that as well. An initiative now is that you cannot make any type of product if it 

is not repairable. So you have to turn every stone and part of the value stone and make it 

differently so it fits into the image of sustainability. Everyone needs to take responsibility in that 

chain and make sure it works through incentivizing and  punishments etc.  

 Furthermore, it is also important to stress knowledge and information available.  

 

Q:  We have discussed the notion of a circular business model being a good business case for you. 

However, do you also believe that it is a good business case for other companies (generically)?  

A: Absolutely, no doubt about it. Which is also why there are so many start-ups and new companies 

and challenging our position. Of course, we have a very strong position in many countries – 

being number 1 in different areas. But there are so many new-commerce that is coming into 

niche areas and challenging us. So yes, there is definitely money to a circular business case.  

 However, it is expensive to build a platform and a marketplace.  

 

Q:  With this in mind, are there any major contrasts or differences when operating in different 

markets. In your personal experience, has there been any?  

A: I think one of the biggest is culture in the country and trust. At some point in time, we were 

doing shotgun launches and rolling out in many countries in order to capture huge success 

internationally. Although what we experienced, for example in Italy, is that people don’t trust 

each other. So how will you sell things (second-hand), it didn’t work well. So, that is a very 

interesting part. From our side, as long as we have the headquarters in Norway, we will make 

sure that all those countries follow the same strict criteria on GDPR, privacy etc. But I think you 

will see differences in people’s behavior due to culture.  
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Q:   Do you believe that there are differences in terms of adopting circular practices across different 

cultures? More specifically, the openness to “circularity” being different in each country due to 

culture?  

A:  Absolutely. Among ones that is doing best is Finland and the Netherlands. While in Norway 

where we thought we would be good, we haven’t been. We come from this oil-finding business 

and so it has been an avoidable topic – and as mentioned before we are a very linear nation. But 

absolutely, there is a lot of things that could be the reason. But there is a lot of differences on 

this across different countries.  

 

Q:  Practically, do you adjust your approach when entering different markets and countries?  

A:  Right now, we are mainly focusing on the Nordics. But, we have had to adjust it when 

necessary.  

For example I was in Morocco talking to sales people there about Code of Conduct which was a 

much more difficult task compared to Finland for example.  

Focusing mainly on the Nordics now it is quite similar. But even here you see differences in 

these countries as well. One way to look at it is the measurement of “earths overshoot day” or 

how many planets we are consuming. In the Nordics our consumption equals to more than 3.5 

planets. So, if you looked at that parameter compared to how good or open a country is toward 

circularity it would be able to tell you something maybe.  

It is interesting, If you look at our parents only 40 years ago or even less. They would reuse 

plastic bags to last longer. Totally different way of thinking and now things are so cheap and we 

are consuming too much – so one could say we have become lost. So maybe, the countries that 

are not so industrialized is better at it.  

 

Q:  Internationally, would you argue that instead of shotgun launching in different markets it is 

better to start with closer nations.  

A: Our variables when going into countries was mainly internet penetration, income per capita, 

human rights and those kinds of variables. In hindsight we should probably have looked deeper 

into trust- and corruption indexes. We have been to Asia, south America etc. but without even 

going that far, we started in Greece and that didn’t work. So going into culturally close countries 

seemed to have a higher success rate.   

 I feel a lot of companies do not think about this when internationalizing. But If you don’t have 

the cultural intelligence and leaders with diversity competence, you will not succeed. We are 

currently looking into how we can calculate the value of a diverse workforce, how we can make 

that a business case. I believe that is an important part of going international. In addition, you 

can’t only think of environment, but also human conditions and working environment etc. You 

need a holistic picture.  

 Going back to the construction case example, you could argue that Norway is too small to make 

a platform of such a scale work. Therefore, you would need to move into Denmark, Sweden, 

Finland and Germany to get a broader market. And then suddenly you have a lot of problem as 

you are crossing borders with different laws and regulation – complexity increases. So maybe 

that would hinder the international expansion if you are not able to manage that. 
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