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Abstract

Despite the significant attention given to the urgency for businesses to move towards

more sustainable systems and the broadly discussed benefits achievable by doing so,

in practice, a considerable transition is yet to happen. Therefore, the purpose of

this research is to investigate the factors behind such a slow evolution, specifically

focusing on fashion companies. To shed light on this, a cross-sectional multiple case

study of 8 small-medium enterprises approaching circular economy within the fashion

industry has been conducted to eventually analyse the implications and challenges

they encounter at the business model level. The aims are to better understand what

it takes for such players to successfully implement circular business models, to identify

what is hindering this change and to provide guidance to companies wishing to commit

to the same path or institutions supporting this transition. The findings revealed a

series of implications and challenges which have been localised within a business

model framework. In addition to this detailed overview, it has been concluded that

to facilitate the development of a circular economy, innovation cannot be individual

and limited to the organisational level, but has to be collective and extend to the

ecosystem.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The first chapter introduces the core motivations that led the way for having chosen

this particular scientific field as the topic for this master’s thesis. The urgency and

relevance of the subject in today’s world is presented and serves as a foundation for

the reader’s understanding of the context.

In 2021, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change published its Sixth As-

sessment Report, once more highlighting the dramatic consequences of human ac-

tivities on the planet’s biosphere and on its atmospheric, geologic, as well as hy-

drologic processes (IPCC, 2021). As a matter of fact, the exponential increase of

socio-economical activities, led by the modern era of industrialisation and the rapid

growth of the world’s population, induced drastically accelerated production and con-

sumption dynamics, resources depletion and emissions (International Resource Panel,

2019). These phenomena, also addressed as Great Acceleration, have severe impacts

on the planet, such as increased levels of carbon dioxide, higher temperatures, and

loss of biodiversity among many others (Ste↵en et al., 2015; Ste↵en, et al., 2018).

The threats entailed in such artificial mutations of Planet Earth are only supposed to

boost, considering the steep growth in population expected to reach 10 billion people

by 2060 (United Nations, 2019).

With the pressing intention to tackle the hazardous situation the world is heading

towards, over 200 signatory countries entered the Paris Agreement in 2015. The aim

of such coalition was to mitigate the negative impacts, to restore the earth’s systems

and to ensure commitment of all parties to keep the global temperature increase below

2 degrees Celsius (United Nations Climate Change, 2015). For this to happen, the

transition towards more sustainable systems is crucial for Planet Earth’s resilience.

Specifically, production, distribution, and consumption dynamics should be drasti-

cally reconsidered.
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In relation to this, businesses play a crucial role in addressing sustainability chal-

lenges and hold the power of driving significant change towards sustainable trans-

formation (Ho↵man, 2019). As of today, the majority of businesses operates within

a linear economy paradigm, with activities rooted in product dynamics that entail

limited usage and premature discard. Additionally, the modern businesses’ predomi-

nant focus on the maximisation of financial performances constitutes one of the root

causes of social and environmental crisis (Schaltegger et al., 2016). In light of the

forthcoming resource scarcity and population growth, it turns apparent that the cur-

rently prevailing business logics are not sustainable in the future (Circle Economy,

2021). Hence, corporate action and innovation of business dynamics are pivotal in

shaping the future development of the modern economy and society (Schaltegger et

al., 2012).

Specifically, the fashion industry o↵ers a particularly ideal setting for reflecting

on the above-mentioned dilemmas. The apparel market’s mechanisms are conno-

tated by high volatility – linked to its instable demand, highly impulsive purchasing

dynamics and short product lifecycles. As a perfect example of the modern era of

industrialisation, the industry revolves around speed, constant newness, and a↵ord-

ability, nurturing its steadily increasing consumption patterns (Hvass, 2016). Global

clothing consumption has more than doubled in the last 20 years, and it is further ex-

pected to grow by 2,7% per annum between 2020 and 2030 (EMAF, 2017; McKinsey

& Company and Global Fashion Agenda, 2020). Linear economy’s workings almost

dominate the textile system, which employs resources for producing garments that,

after limited usage, end up landfilled or incinerated 87% of the times (EMAF, 2017).

Sadly enough, only 1% of the textile waste produced yearly gets recycled in new

garments (European Parliament, 2021). On top of that, fashion accounts for almost

10% of the global carbon emissions, consumes 93 billion cubic meters of water every

year for fibre cultivation, and contaminates 20% of the global clean water through its

production activities (EMAF, 2017; European Parliament, 2021).

Given the current situation, as opposed to the linear economy, the concept of circular

economy has been increasingly gaining traction in recent years. Circularity implies

designing out of waste, prolonging products’ and resources’ usage, as well as regener-

ating natural systems, and therefore promotes the establishment of an economy that

is restorative and regenerative by design (EMAF, 2012). Being the fashion industry

one of the most polluting in the world, it comes with no doubt that even its transition

to circular economy alone holds colossal potential in terms of economic and environ-

mental value (European Parliament, 2021). Conversely, despite the strong pressure

to change and the raising attention for sustainable solutions, progress in sustainabil-

ity remains still slow (Accenture Strategy & Fashion for Good, 2019; BOF, 2021).
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Overall, fashion remains ”far from sustainable” (Global Fashion Agenda et al.; 2019;

p.1) and the needed systematic change far from being fully unlocked. Nevertheless,

while incumbent players are particularly hesitant in implementing sustainable solu-

tions, important steps forward are being made by the more agile start-ups and small

medium enterprises, which are progressively engaging in a wider number of circular

initiatives (BOF, 2021; Accenture Strategy & Fashion for Good, 2019). However,

systematic change comes by definition with the involvement of multiple stakeholders,

including fashion businesses of di↵erent sizes and operating along di↵erent stages of

textile value chain, in order to achieve collective alignment (EMAF, 2017).

Therefore, the motivation behind the choice of the current topic is the desire to

shed light on what it takes for a company to incorporate circular economy’s mech-

anisms. Fashion small-medium enterprises will be the focus of this thesis, given the

potential they have to introduce change within the industry. The final aim is to

understand the reasons behind the relatively slow sustainable development currently

observed, and hopefully to di↵use alignment and support to fashion brands’ transfor-

mation. For these reasons, the experience of fashion companies transitioning towards

circularity will be collected and analysed, in order to outline the implications and

challenges they have to face in doing so.



Chapter 2

Literature Review

This chapter serves to provide a solid background and understanding of the concept of

Circular Economy as well as some of its peculiarities and applications. In addition, it

presents the notions of Business Model and Business Model Innovation and highlights

their relevance when talking about Circular Economy practices contextualised in an

organisational setting. Finally, an introduction of some relevant aspects of Circular

Business Models manifestations within the fashion industry is o↵ered, together with

an overview on the role of small-medium enterprises in circular transformation.

2.1 The Circular Economy

Over the last few decades, the notion of Circular Economy (hereafter CE) has been

increasingly raising attention, being promoted by several institutions such as the

Ellen MacArthur Foundation, the European Union, and the World Economic Fo-

rum among others, as a means to overcome the current systems of mass production

and overconsumption based on persistent growth and relentless throughput (CIRAG,

2015; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The CE concept is opposed to the traditional and

most widespread linear approach to production, which takes-makes-uses-disposes raw

materials. The CE is indeed envisioned as a promising solution to help defeat the

economic and environmental sustainability pressures inevitably put in place by the

linear economy (henceforth LE) (Bocken et al., 2016; Frosch & Gallopoulos, 1989).

Rather than focusing on consumption, CE is restorative and regenerative by design

and significantly reduces losses all along the value chain, not only by recycling, but

also by emphasising reuse, remanufacturing, refurbishment, repair, cascading and up-

grading of resources (EMAF, 2012; Korhonen et al., 2018).

Di↵erent authors contributing to the academic conversation on the topic raised

the point that, since the introduction of the concept of CE, the terminology around it
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has been highly diverging and therefore dug deeper into its definition and distinctive

traits to introduce further terminology (Alhawari et al., 2021; Bocken et al., 2016).

Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) started from the work of Kirchherr et al. (2017) revising

114 definitions, to finally describe CE as ”an economic system in which resource input

and waste, emission and energy leakages are minimized by cycling, extending, inten-

sifying, and dematerializing material and energy loops. This can be achieved through

digitalization, servitisation, sharing solutions, long-lasting product design, mainte-

nance, repair, reuse, remanufacturing, refurbishing, and recycling” (Geissdoerfer et

al., 2020, p.3).

It is here relevant to mention the debate around the social value creation linked to

the implementation of CE. Despite the recognised indirect benefits to the humankind

implied by CE principles (Geisendorf & Pietrulla, 2017; Korhonen et al., 2018), sev-

eral authors emphasised how the current conceptualisation of CE is mainly focused on

its environmental and economic benefits. Following, the ethical limits of the concept

and its lack of socially sustainable development considerations have been pointed out

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2017). Consistently, it has been underlined

that it is not clear whether the current CE framework can promote social well-being,

as key social issues such as eradicating poverty, ensuring food security, and establish-

ing inter and intra-generational equality, remain absent in the discussion of the CE

impact (Padilla-Rivera et al., 2020).

Moreover, di↵erent studies focused on identifying the pillars on which CE is built,

as well as CE core features. In Ghisellini et al.’s (2016) view, CE entails the adoption

of cleaner production practices at the company level, an increase of responsibility and

awareness both at the producers and consumer levels, as well as the use of renew-

able resources. As the core features of CE, the so called 3Rs principles, namely Re-

duce, Reuse and Recycle, are listed and integrated by three supplementary principles

developed by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMAF, 2012): appropriate design,

reclassification of materials and renewable energy. On a similar note, Kalmykova

et al. (2018) examine the existent literature on CE approaches, strategies, and im-

plementation cases to elaborate a database for CE strategies and implementations.

Consistently with Ghisellini et al.’s (2016) idea of an extended application of CE

by di↵erent players, they start by presenting their representation of a full-CE value

chain. Such value chain is divided into 9 steps, driven by renewable energy and

characterised by a closed loop of materials lasting longer than a single life cycle and

capable of being easily regenerated (Figure 2.1). The authors continue by identifying

the common principles of CE: stock optimization – served by the whole value chain,

eco-e�ciency – achieved by minimising the resources throughput, eco-e↵ectiveness –
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entailing product transformation towards economic and environmental sustainability,

and waste reduction. Finally, they recognise the 4Rs – namely Reduce, Reuse, Recy-

cle and Recover, being the main strategies to achieve CE (Kalmykova et al., 2018).

Bocken et al. (2016) look at companies transitioning from a LE to a CE to conceptu-

Figure 2.1: The Circular Economy value chain (Kalmykova et al., 2018)

alise three methods to lessen natural resource depletion and environmental damage.

They introduce the terminology of slowing, closing, and narrowing resource loops and

identify the first two as strategies for cycling of resources and the last as an approach

for reducing resource flows. Slowing the resource loops activities - such as design for

longevity, repair, and remanufacturing - enable the extension or the intensification of

products utilisation and end up resulting in creating less excess and in a slowdown

of resource flow. Closing resource loops activities contribute to the establishment

of a circular flow of resources by closing the gap between post-use and production

through recycling. Finally, narrowing resource flows activities are aimed at reducing

the resources required for each product (Bocken et al., 2016).

2.2 Business Models and Business Model Innova-

tion for Circularity

When discussing about CE at an organisational level, Business Model (hereafter BM)

and Business Model Innovation (hereafter BMI) are relevant concepts to put forward.

As stated by Teece (2010), ”the essence of a business model is that it crystallizes

customer needs and ability to pay, defines the manner by which the business enter-
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prise responds to and delivers value to customers, entices customers to pay for value,

and converts those payments to profit through the proper design and operation of the

various elements of the value chain” (Teece, 2010, p.191). Osterwalder and Pigneur

(2010) analyse the concept from a value perspective and present BMs as a description

of a company’s value creation architecture, as they can depict ”the rationale of how an

organization creates, deliver and captures value” (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p.14).

The ability of fully understanding how a company, its processes and its functions

are structured has been recognised increasing importance overtime (Foss & Saebi,

2017). As a result, several BM frameworks have been proposed by di↵erent authors.

Among the most well-known we have the visualisation by Richardson (2005), which

designed the BM framework around the concept of value and came up with three ma-

jor components, namely the value proposition, the value creation and delivery system,

and the value capture (Richardson, 2005). Following, we have the Business Model

Canvas (BMC) introduced by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010), which became one of

the most used frameworks among entrepreneurs and innovators. The BMC visually

represents the 9 key components of a BM and assists in having a systematic view of

a company: value proposition, customer segments, customer relationships, channels,

key activities, key resources, key partnerships, revenue streams and cost structure.

This breakdown is grounded on the previous work of Osterwalder (2004), who identi-

fied four pillars of the BM of a company. The first pillar is the product o↵ered to the

customers and the value proposition connected to it. Second, the customer interface,

describing the customer target, the way the company delivers value, and means de-

ployed to establish a relationship with them. Then, the infrastructure management,

including resources and value configuration, key capabilities, and network. Finally,

the financial aspects, meaning the revenue model and the cost structure at the basis

of the BM’s sustainability. The current research will adopt this third representation

by Osterwalder (2004) as the guide around which the interview guides will be framed

and as a tool to analyse the research’s findings. Thanks to its organisation of BM

blocks into thematic groups, this tool will help localising the impact caused by CE

activities at a business level, into the main components of an organisation.

As agreed by other researchers, the BM is a comprehensive tool that helps un-

derstanding how the di↵erent business components function together as a whole to

ultimately deliver a unique o↵ering by converting resources and capabilities into eco-

nomic value (Teece, 2010; Magretta, 2002). Thanks to its systematic breath, the

BM concept is regarded by multiple authors as an extremely helpful framework for

analysis of CE applications within the business dimension. Indeed, as observed by

Wells and Seits (2005), companies wishing to adopt circular strategies are faced with
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the necessity to holistically implement radical changes into their o↵ers and value

chains. On the same line, Bocken et al. (2013) argue that, to implement and scale

sustainability in the long-term, fundamental changes are required in production and

consumption dynamics. These transformations seem to require an approach to in-

novation that goes beyond eco-e�ciency, eco-design, and isolated social practices to

finally consider sustainability at system-level. This is where the concepts of BM and

BMI becomes particularly handy. The BM helps to reconsider the value creation,

value delivery and value capture through the lens of sustainability, while also adopt-

ing a stakeholder management approach (Bocken et al., 2014).

Following, numerous authors identify BMI as an important enabler when imple-

menting the organisational changes entailed by circular strategies. Among them,

Lüdeke-Freund (2010) recognises BMI as a necessary support for the implementation

of eco-innovations and as a potential solution for tackling the challenges of a sustain-

able future. The simple introduction of circular ways of operating results indeed not

su�cient. For instance, despite the increasing e↵orts placed into improving reverse

resource loops and building circular production systems, the mere establishment of

closed-loop chains is inadequate. It is indispensable that businesses configure a way

to extract values from these new systems brought to life (Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2019).

Here, the notion of BMI comes into play. On the same line, Nußholz (2017) main-

tains that BMI, as a facilitator of BM components’ reconfiguration, can lead to the

development of a new value proposition deliberately built around a circular strategy

to extend the product life and close the material loops.

2.3 Circular Business Models

Succeeding what just introduced, Circular Business Models (hereafter CBMs) are ef-

fective tools for companies willing to move towards circular practices. CBMs allow to

prolong product lifetimes though sequential cycles of reuse, repair, remanufacturing

and closing material loops (Nußholz, 2018).

A recent work from Geissdoerfer et al. (2020), starting from a detected consider-

able lack of clarity in the theoretical conceptualisation, o↵ers a comprehensive defi-

nition of CBMs as ”business models that are cycling, extending, intensifying, and/or

dematerialising material and energy loops to reduce the resource inputs into and the

waste and emission leakage out of an organisational system. This comprises recy-

cling measures (cycling), use phase extensions (extending), a more intense use phase

(intensifying), and the substitution of products by service and software solutions (de-

materialising)” (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020, p.7). CBMs are considered as a subset of
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the broader Sustainable Business Models (SBMs), observable in cases implementing

CE principles and featured by their focus on the mechanisms of intensifying, narrow-

ing, closing, slowing, and dematerializing resource loops (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018).

More specifically, as presented by Bocken et al. (2014) in their categorization of 9

SBMs archetypes, there are three main groups of SBMs, first introduced by Boons

& Lüdeke-Freund (2013): technological, organisational, and social. The technological

grouping includes BMs maximizing materials and energy e�ciency, creating value

from waste, and adopting renewable energies and natural processes. The organisa-

tional SBMs encompass models emphasising scale-up solutions and business repur-

posing towards social and environmental benefits. Finally, the social group considers

BMs delivering functionality rather than ownership, adopting a stewardship role and

fostering a su�ciency attitude in consumption. As noted also later by Pedersen et

al. (2019), in practice these BMs archetypes are found mixed with each other as

companies commonly combine them while shaping their own BM. For instance, the

technological grouping includes examples of innovation based on lean manufacturing,

take-back, reuse, recycle and remanufacturing among others. Those are commonly

found interrelated in the same CBM, rather than a unique BM in isolation (Boons &

Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Bocken et al., 2014; Pedersen et al., 2019).

Starting from the CBM strategies frameworks elaborated by Bocken et al. (2016)

and Geissdoerfer et al. (2018a, b), Geissdoerfer et al. (2020) illustrate four generic

strategies for CBMs: cycling, extending, intensifying, and dematerialising. Cycling

implies that energy and raw materials get recycled through reuse, remanufacturing,

refurbishing, and recycling within the system. Extending means that the product

usage is prolonged, through timeless design, marketing encouraging long use phases,

maintenance, and repair. Then, intensifying entails solutions such as rental or second-

hand to intensify the use phase of the product. Finally, dematerialising refers to pro-

vision of services instead of products per se. Consequently, the authors present four

di↵erent types of Circular Business Model Innovations (hereafter CBMIs): 1) circular

start-ups - creating new BMs that incorporate CE strategies; 2) CBM diversification –

meaning the development of new BMs within the existing organisation to incorporate

CE strategies while current BM stays in place; 3) CBM transformation – referring to

the modification of the existent BM; and 4) CBM acquisition – taking place through

mergers and acquisitions of target BMs incorporating CE strategies (Bocken et al.,

2016; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018ab; Geissdoerfer et al., 2020).

On the other hand, based on the morphological analysis of CBMs, Lüdeke-Freund

et al. (2019) identify their six major patterns: 1) repair and maintenance – o↵ering

customers extended usability and functionality; 2) reuse and redistribution – substi-

tuting second-hand products to new ones and virgin materials; 3) refurbishment and
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remanufacturing – flowing back used products or components that first get restored

or dismantled and then sold as a new product; 4) recycling – including down-cycling

and up-cycling; 5) cascading and repurposing – giving back the biological nutrients

contained in product components, used materials, and waste; and 6) organic feedstock

business model patterns – dealing with processing of organic waste (Lüdeke-Freund

et al.; 2019).

As previously introduced, the adoption of CE practices requires businesses to

adopt radical changes within their BMs, eventually resulting in challenges (Guldmann

& Huulgaard, 2020; Rizos, et al., 2016; Vermunt et al., 2019). Barriers to CBMI

include both internal problems concerning the company itself and external obstacles

connected to the firm’s environment. Such challenges can be encountered at several

levels, namely knowledge and technology, organisational issues, financial resources,

employees, value chain, market and institutions, and vary between di↵erent CBMs

put in place (Guldmann & Huulgaard, 2020; Rizos, et al., 2016; Vermunt et al., 2019).

2.4 Circular Business Models in Fashion

The notions of CE, circular supply chains and CBMs have gained considerable momen-

tum and are considered an up-to-date field of study in the fashion industry worldwide.

Tapping into the emerging literature stream that explores the sustainability of

business practices from a BM perspective, Pal & Gander (2018) investigate the de-

velopment of SBMs within the global fashion industry. They focus on environmental

SBMs and draw on Bocken et al.’s sustainable logics of narrowing, slowing, and clos-

ing resource loops to examine di↵erent sustainable activities carried out by fashion

firms (Bocken et al., 2014; Bocken et al., 2016). In doing so, they coined the terms

of strong and weak approaches to sustainability, respectively involving radical and

incremental transformation at the BM level (Pal & Gander; 2018). In line with the

concepts introduced in the BM and BMI paragraph, the researchers continue by argu-

ing that technological and social innovation are not su�cient on their own to deliver

change and to facilitate the replacement of the current dominant BMs in fashion in-

dustry with SBMs. They rather necessitate of BMIs as agents of sustainable change.

Following, the authors focus on the enablers and the obstacles encountered for di↵er-

ent SBMs. SBMs functioning according to narrowing logics, implementable through

modular production systems, demand-driven production or reduced resources use,

demonstrate to be not fully able to deliver environmental value due to cost barriers

and to the resistance to change within established design practices. Moving to slowing

logics, the main barriers in scaling-up environmental value creation by means of their
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adoption lie in their connection to higher standards products - therefore not owned

by the majority of fashion users, and in the always evolving modes of consumption

intrinsic to the fashion industry. Lastly, regarding the closing sustainable logic, the

researchers identify major drawbacks in the limited scope of their application in fash-

ion manufacture, as it is technologically viable only for mono-materials or manmade

fibres, while is limited for blend fibres, dominating people’s wardrobes (Pal & Gander,

2018). This implies a limit to designers in terms of their design options or their ability

to promptly respond to changing tastes. Additionally, remanufacturing processes are

also challenged by the variety of collected items that prevents the standardisation

required by large scale businesses, while platforms following sharing economy princi-

ples seem to have limited application for everyday wear. Therefore, for closing loop

approaches to deliver all their potential value, there is a need for technological in-

novation and change in social attitudes towards non-ownership approach to clothing

(Pal & Gander, 2018).

Todeschini et al. (2017) take a closer look to the entrepreneurial approaches ad-

dressing sustainability issues through BMI. Their study o↵ers an overview of the

five macro-trends challenging the fast-fashion status quo, namely increased consumer

awareness, CE as a socioeconomic trend, the increased adoption of CSR practices in

fashion, the transition from ownership to sharing economy modes of consumption,

and technological innovation. In line with Boons & Lüdeke-Freund (2013), Bocken et

al. (2014) and Pedersen et al. (2019), the authors point out that fashion start-ups

are rarely dealing with an individual driver of SBM innovation, but rather shape their

unique value proposition on the combination of multiple drivers (Todeschini et al.,

2017). For the purpose of this thesis, the authors’ results in terms of challenges for

sustainable BMI in fashion are particularly relevant. The first challenge relates to the

technical di�culties encountered when designing and the necessity of rethinking the

whole design strategy, as decisions made during the design phase will later impact the

whole BM. The second and third challenges concern the consumer dimension and are

consumer education and consumer expectations. According to them, most consumers

seem not to fully recognise the value of slow fashion practices, while, paradoxically,

the niche of sustainability-oriented consumers hold excessive expectations. Finally,

they bring forward the challenge of aligning values throughout the value chain. Be-

yond the technical complexity associated with logistics and commercialisation, this

latter barrier seems particularly problematic in regard to sharing knowledge and com-

petencies to support circularity-oriented innovations. A really interesting outcome of

Todeschini et al.’s (2017) is that BMI towards sustainability tends to be remarkably

di↵erent for incumbents and start-ups in the fashion industry. Indeed, fashion start-

ups tend to be more committed to social and environmental sustainability as they are
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often “born sustainable” and are connotated by the strong values and motives coming

from the founders. They additionally benefit from their lean set-up and their agility

in adopting innovative BMs. On the other hand, for incumbents, tighten to a stronger

legacy and characterised by higher resource rigidity, the transition towards more sus-

tainable practices happens through cautious experimentation, smaller initiatives such

as isolated collections and focusing on structural issues such as transparency in the

management and in selecting suppliers (Todeschini et al.; 2017).

To conclude, when looking at the academic contributions on CE principles applied

by fashion companies, the work of Hvass (2014, 2015, 2019) is particularly relevant.

With a series of three studies the author explores the organisational implications of

CE. Through the analysis of 9 brands, her fist contribution focuses on post-retail

responsibility of garments, describes how fashion companies engage with reuse and

recycling and argues that the adoption of such practices requires rethinking of existing

value propositions (Hvass, 2014). The findings demonstrate that companies entering

the post-retail phase mainly adopt two strategies: product take-back and resell/reuse

to prolong the life of the items they produce. Both strategies are hindered by the

lack of best practices and, while product take-back practices are strongly concerned

by reverse logistics, resell and reuse schemes are a↵ected by marketing, retailing

and redistribution di�culties, depending on low consumer awareness and uncertainty

around product properties and availability (Hvass, 2014).

The second paper adopts a BMI for innovation perspective and investigates the inte-

gration of the resell strategy into the existing BM of a premium fashion brand. The

results show that, despite resell activities can generate additional value to fashion

brands, some preconditions must be met for their successful implementation, such

as: high quality, strong brand awareness and market maturity (Hvass, 2015). Some

challenges impact the execution of resell practices, for instance the redefinition of

customer groups, the establishment of new ways to engage with them and the devel-

opment of reverse logistics systems (Hvass, 2015).

The third study follows the launch of the new in-store take-back initiative of a global

fashion brand, to examine the challenges and solutions. The research concluded that

the transition towards CE brings along BMI and the following necessity to deal with

higher complexities due to divergent value perspectives, unclear success criteria, poor

alignment with the existent set-up, limited internal competences, and consumer in-

terest (Hvass & Pedersen, 2019).
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2.5 The Role of SMEs in Circular Transformation

The previous paragraphs provided the reader with an overview of the core principles

and characteristics of CE, the relevance of concepts such as BM and BMI for CE tran-

sition and the functioning of CBMs – both generally and in the fashion industry. It is

now fundamental to highlight what role SMEs and start-ups have in such a context,

to fully grasp the scope of the study and to understand where the decisions taken

when building its structure lay on. As urged by several academic publications and

industry reports, ”business as usual is no option for a sustainable future” (Bocken

et al, 2014; p.1), and companies are required to radically innovate their current sys-

tems. However, practice shows a rather slow implementation of CBMs, especially

in the case of industry incumbents (Schaltegger et al., 2012). Instead, smaller or-

ganisations, such as SMEs and start-ups, which nearly constitute 80% of the fashion

companies in Europe, hold enormous potential to drive circularity forward, not only

due to their market share, but also to their dynamic nature and their propensity to

innovate (Comberg et al. 2014; European Commission et al., 2019). Accordingly,

Hockerts & Wüstenhagen (2010) argue that small companies are driving change by

pioneering in the pursuit of sustainable entrepreneurship. As opposed to larger cor-

porations, SMEs are considered able to implement sustainable innovation right at

their core and to thoroughly focus and contribute to solve one sustainability issues

at a time (Todeschini et al., 2017). Authenticity, nimbleness, and entrepreneurial

spirit are just three among the tipical caracteristics connected to SME’s age and size

which are deemed fundamental in extracting value from CBMI initiatives (Hockerts

& Wüstenhagen, 2010; Koirala, 2019). On the other hand, SMEs alone are ham-

pered by the lack of vast financial resources and their relatively limited influence on

the market, which sometimes end up forcing them to compromise on their sustainable

values (Schaltegger et al., 2016). Besides all the barriers and challenges enconuntered,

smaller companies still hold the power to open the way to circular transformation. By

di↵using innovation in the early stages, by gaining momentum and success, SMEs are

indeed capable of impacting the industry incumbents and eventually spread further

the transition to CE (Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010). For these reasons, the current

research identified SMEs as particularly interesting and relevant players to be studied.
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Research Gap

The literature review refers to only few of the relevant examples among the growing

body of publications on CE and demonstrates that several academic contributions

have focused on the broader CE concept’s applications at a business level (Ghisellini

et al., 2016). However, as of today, research on CBMs has mainly focused on the

circular approaches adopted by incumbent players, with a reduced number of more

recent studies on circular SMEs and circular start-ups (Alhawari et al., 2021; Henry

et al., 2020; Rizos et al., 2016).

Benefits and opportunities entailed into the transition to CBMs are clear and

vastly examined (Bocken & Short, 2016; Ghisellini et al., 2016; Hvass, 2015; Rizos

et al., 2016). On top of this, as also observed by many researchers on the field, CE

has been suggested as a possible avenue for sustainable development. Nevertheless,

despite the numerous conversations around the topic, the adoption of CBMs at an or-

ganisational level has been slow (Bocken et al., 2014; Guldmann & Huulgaard, 2020;

Henry et al., 2020). This has been in fact attributed to the various barriers that firms

encounter when establishing and implementing CBMs (Linder & Williander, 2017).

The majority of studies addressing the challenges connected to CE principles are

carried out by adopting a systematic perspective rather than an organisational one.

This means that the barriers highlighted are mainly at a conceptual level and emerg-

ing from the attempt to combine CE logics with the often-antithetical mechanisms

intrinsic to our modern economic systems (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Grafström & Aasma,

2021; Kirchherr et al., 2018; Pal & Gander, 2018; Tura et al., 2019). This is relevant

to be pointed out because, while some barriers are encountered at an organisational

level and therefore are directly experienced by companies and can be overcome via

corporate actions, systemic challenges are outside their sphere of control (Hvass &

Pedersen, 2019).



Chapter 3. Research Gap 15

Then, earlier publications on CBMs barriers and challenges focused on a specific

geographical region, others on specific circular activities, or, due to relative scarcity of

practical examples, adopted a broader perspective and examined organisations across

di↵erent industries (Vermunt et al., 2019). When considering CBMs research in the

context of the fashion industry, we have significant contributions investigating the

impact carried by CE initiatives into existing BMs and providing an overview of the

challenges experienced. Nevertheless, so far these phenomena have been observed

mainly through a single case study approach, therefore looking into a specific firm

adopting one specific circular way of working (Hvass, 2014; Hvass & Pedersen, 2019).

The findings coming from such studies might o↵er unique perspectives and are hardly

generalisable to the entire industry (Jia et al., 2020). It has finally been addressed

how reviews of solutions to CBMs challenges are extremely limited in number and

are mainly o↵ered from the perspective of manufacturing processes (Geisendorf &

Pietrulla, 2017). As a matter of fact, even though previous studies examined chal-

lenges through various lenses and provided di↵erent classifications of barriers for the

implementation of CBMs (Vermunt et al., 2019), to the best knowledge of the author,

none of them did that by looking at di↵erent fashion organisations adopting di↵erent

CE initiatives and by placing a special emphasis on their BM.

As the practice shows, today most of the companies are still not compatible to

capitalise on the opportunities that CE entails as their structures, operations and

strategies are still rooted in the linear approach’s mechanisms (Accenture, 2014).

Hence, a focus on BM and BMI is crucial to facilitate successful transition and value

creation through the implementation of CE principles (De Angelis, 2016; Schulte,

2013). It is possible to identify a gap here as no existent studies localise impacts and

challenges within companies’ BMs by consolidating di↵erent fashion companies using

CE models.

Hence, this study aims to expand the knowledge and the understanding about

the state-of-the-art and the challenges faced by fashion SMEs when implementing

CBMs. Special interest will be placed into how the introduction of CE principles

a↵ects the existing BM of fashion companies. The research will follow a multiple case

study format and will build on BM and BMI concepts to o↵er a holistic business

perspective on the implications and challenges localised within the di↵erent key com-

ponents of the BMs of fashion SMEs. To increase the universality of discoveries, a

multi-country and multi-CBM setting will be adopted. The final goal is to dig deeper

into the implications and the challenges brought in by the introduction of circular

practices at an organisational level. Secondly, to shed light on what the factors ham-

pering a di↵used transition towards a CE are, and finally, to constitute a starting
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point for future players committing to this path within the fashion industry. In or-

der to do so, this study seeks to provide an answer to the following research questions:

Q1: What are the BMs implications for fashion firms transitioning from LE to CE?

Q2: What are the BMs challenges for fashion firms transitioning from LE to CE?



Chapter 4

Methodology

In the following chapter, an overview of the key methodological decisions taken to

answer the research questions is presented and justified. This will contribute to the

understanding of the research process and will guarantee su�cient transparency and

scientific soundness (Crotty, 1998).

The methodology of this thesis follows the research-onion framework developed

by Saunders et al. in 2007, which describes the systematic phases researchers should

go through when developing knowledge in a specific field. When doing so, researchers

must carefully reason their choices at each layer before proceeding to the next (Saun-

ders et al., 2016). Therefore, the research-onion, as illustrated by Figure 4.1, not only

served as the theoretical and practical guide for performing this research but will also

outline the structure for this chapter.

Figure 4.1: Research Onion (Saunders et al., 2016)
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4.1 Research Philosophy

The research philosophy is defined as ”the basic belief system or worldview that guides

the investigator, not only in choices of method but in ontologically and epistemologi-

cally fundamental ways” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p.105). Reflecting upon it is hence

essential to understand the type of knowledge developed though this thesis (Saunders

et al., 2016).

The research philosophy is discerned on the basis of the system of beliefs and as-

sumptions embedded into the research ontology, epistemology and axiology (Saunders

et al., 2016). The research ontology describes the assumptions taken regarding the na-

ture of social entities and reality and determines the way the researcher perceives the

world under study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016). Ontology can

get two stances: objectivism and subjectivism (Saunders et al., 2016). According to

the objectivist worldview, reality is objective and absolute and exists independently

of social actors and phenomena. As opposed, the subjective ontological perspective,

also known as social constructivism, assumes the existence of various subjective ex-

periences and asserts that ”social reality is made from the perceptions and consequent

actions of social actors” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.130; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Fol-

lowing, epistemology comprehends how the knowledge about reality is generated and

how its validity and legitimacy are determined (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Finally, axi-

ology refers to the researcher’s ethics and values and their role on the research process.

Saunders et al. (2016) defined five major philosophies: positivism, critical re-

alism, interpretivism, post-modernism, and pragmatism. Each of them di↵ers from

the others in its way of perceiving the world and in the ontological, epistemologi-

cal, and axiological assumptions that constitute its core. Therefore, the choice of

an appropriate philosophy also depends on the nature of the research questions to be

investigated and on the most appropriate way to shape the research method and inter-

pret data to eventually produce knowledge (Saunders et al., 2016). For the purpose

of this thesis, based on the set of assumptions that has been adopted, the inter-

pretivist philosophy has been considered the most appropriate. As opposed to

positivism, interpretivism does not aim at discovering definite and universal laws ap-

plicable to any circumstance, but rather acknowledges the complexity of social worlds

and is characterised by its purpose to create new understanding and interpretations

of contexts (Saunders et al., 2016). As a matter of fact, the interpretivist philoso-

phy has been deemed particularly appropriate for researching within the businesses’

dimension and investigating phenomena through the perspectives of di↵erent people

(Saunders et al., 2016). For these reasons, the research philosophy undertaken aligns

with interpretivism as it aims not to reduce rich and complex insights, gathered from
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di↵erent individuals belonging to di↵erent unique contexts, into law-like generalisa-

tions. Specifically, interpretivism is particularly befitting to fully grasp and value the

high complexity of the object of this study, being the implications and challenges

introduced by BMI towards circularity in the fashion industry. In line with the in-

terpretivist philosophy, this thesis follows a social constructivism perspective and

supports the view according to which reality is generated by multiple social actors

building shared meanings through social interaction (Saunders et al., 2016), like the

representatives of the fashion companies whose perceptions have been studied. This

research investigated di↵erent opinions and narratives shared by di↵erent social ac-

tors. Indeed, diversity of respondents has been sought and valued both within specific

companies and across di↵erent ones. Finally, in terms of axiological assumptions, once

more aligned with the interpretivist philosophy, this research is value-bounded, as the

researcher’s values and biases could not remain detached to the social construction

and interpretation of data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Hence, this study adopted a re-

flexive method, whereby the researcher’s interpretations are key to the knowledge

contributions (Saunders et al., 2016). Due to the choices taken in the process of this

research, the final objective is not to identify a unique and universal truth, but rather

to gain insights into the complex phenomena liked to fashion companies approaching

BMI towards circularity. Knowledge will be produced through the data interpreta-

tion performed by the researcher and will therefore be highly dependent on the own

understanding of data and reality (Bryman & Bell, 2011).

4.2 Approach to Theory Development

This paragraph elaborates upon the approach for theory development chosen for this

research, as per the second layer of the research onion. The approach to theory and

reasoning influences the whole study design and can take place in three di↵erent

modalities: deductive, inductive, and abductive (Saunders et al., 2016). Deductive

reasoning starts from hypotheses and propositions which are to be tested through data

collection and analysis (Ketokivi & Mantere, 2010). The inductive approach provides

for a process starting from empirical observations and leading to theory construction.

Finally, abduction adopts features of the other two approaches and enables to alter-

nate between generating data from theory and theory from data (Suddaby, 2006). It

starts from the observation of a ”surprising fact” that then leads to generating new

theories or modifying existing ones through the exploration of phenomena (Ketokivi

& Mantere, 2010; Saunders et al., 2016).

Deciding upon which method is best to follow depends on the phenomenon under

study. Deduction is often applied by positivist researchers and follows a top-down
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approach requiring a rich body of literature on the basis of which hypothesis can be

generated and then tested (Saunders et al., 2016). As highlighted in Chapters 2 & 3,

the academic literature on the studied topic is still not abundant. Additionally, the

nature of the studied subject is too complex to aim at objective generalisations (see

Paragraph 4.1). Hence, the adoption of a purely deductive approach would not fit

appropriately this research. Contrastingly, induction follows the reversed approach as

it first collects data, and then identifies common themes to eventually generate theory

(Saunders et al., 2016). On top of that, the inductive reasoning does not necessarily

strive to generalised findings, but rather to deeper understanding of specific phenom-

ena and their context. Therefore, induction is particularly appropriate within social

sciences research and interpretivist studies, and it fosters the researchers to interact

in knowledge and insights creation (Saunders et al., 2016).

However, it is important to point out that rarely studies are purely inductive,

but most researchers rather incorporate aspects from both deductive and inductive

approaches (Matthews & Ross, 2010). Similarly, even though this study primarily

followed an inductive way of reasoning, elements of deduction arose. Induction was

mainly applied during data collection and the first round of coding to let patterns

and themes emerge unbiased. At the same time, the researcher’s prior knowledge in-

evitably led the research direction, and a more deductive approach has been adopted

with the second round of coding, when the themes that emerged throughout the anal-

ysis have been placed within existing literature concepts with the aim to complement

it. The juxtaposition of inductive and deductive ways of reasoning paved the way for

the choice of an abductive approach. This third approach is indeed more flexible

than the pure deductive and inductive reasonings and therefore enabled the acquisi-

tion of varied data, thanks to a series of repeated explorations and reflection phases

(Saunders et al., 2016). As a consequence, richer findings managed to emerge and get

analysed, and finally contributed to the understanding of the complex phenomena at

the centre of this study, namely the organisational implications and the current and

future strategic challenges for fashion companies transitioning towards CE.

According to the abductive reasoning, this research aims at identifying surprising

facts, themes, and patterns through the analysis of BMI towards CE in the fashion

industry and eventually developing new knowledge on the subject matter or modifying

existing one.



Chapter 4. Methodology 21

4.3 Methodological Choices

The decisions made about research philosophy and approach to theory development

further influence the research design – encompassing the next three layers of the re-

search onion, namely methodological choice, research strategy (Paragraph 4.4) and

time horizon (Paragraph 4.5) (Saunders et al., 2016).

The methodological choice to explore, describe and evaluate phenomena can ei-

ther be quantitative, qualitative, or mixed (Saunders et al., 2016). For this study, a

mono-method qualitative research approach, often associated with the interpretivist

philosophy, has been selected (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Indeed, the complexity of the

researched topic required meaning creation processes that go beyond quantification of

standardised data, to allow the understanding of subjective and socially constructed

meaning generated from di↵erent perspectives. This directly led to the use of semi-

structured interviews as the single qualitative data collection technique, which allowed

the researcher to access and interpret the interviewees’ subjective worldviews (King

& Horrocks, 2010; Saunders et al., 2016).

Given the phrasing and open nature of the research questions, which aim to dis-

cover what happens in the field of interest in connection to the studied phenomenon,

this research follows an explorative purpose (Saunders et al., 2016). This choice

was deemed appropriate for the current study as it is centred around the social entities

in analysis (fashion companies), their representatives’ perceptions of reality (namely

their perceived implications and challenges in performing BMI towards CE) and the

context they belong to. Specifically, the exploration for discovery paradigm has

been adopted, with the aim of approaching broadly the real-life cases in analysis and

allowing several perspectives on the same phenomena in order to extend the existing

knowledge (Robson, 2002).

4.4 Research Strategy

The research strategy is defined as the ”plan of how a researcher will go about an-

swering her or his research question” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.177) and is considered

as a methodological link between the adopted research philosophy and the subsequent

choice of methods to collect and analyse data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This thesis

adopts a multiple method research strategy composed of multiple embedded

case study, and the grounded theory methodology (henceforth GT). The case

study is described as ”a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical in-

vestigation of particular contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context using
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multiple sources of evidence” (Robson, 2002, p.178). As argued by Dul & Hak (2008),

the case study strategy is well applicable for identifying in-dept empirical evidence

about complex topics, especially in contexts where the existent academic literature

is limited, and little is known about the subject of investigation. Therefore, the case

study method has been considered appropriate to study the topic of CBMs in the

fashion industry, which is still in its infancy stage (Hvass, 2016). More specifically,

a multiple case study has been adopted for this paper, allowing for comparison and

verification of findings across cases to enhance generalisability (Dul & Hak, 2008;

Saunders et al., 2016). It could be argued that a single case study approach could

have led to development of more in-depth theory and to the acquisition of a more com-

plete understanding of the phenomenon within a specific context (Dyer & Wilkins,

1991). However, for the purpose of shedding light into the dynamics and challenges

encountered by fashion companies moving towards CE, the study of multiple cases

has been deemed as a way to produce more representative knowledge for the industry,

thanks to the observation of consistencies and di↵erence across cases (Saunders et al.,

2016). In addition to this, the adoption of embedded case design enabled the research

to delve deeper into each case, to examine it through di↵erent sub-units of analysis,

for instance their BM components, and proceed with comparisons across cases at the

sub-unit level (Saunders et al., 2016).

Secondly, in connection with the interpretivist philosophy followed by this research,

the application of the GT methodology has been considered an ideal process to anal-

yse, interpret and eventually understand the way the social actors involved in the

study perceive their experiences in relation to the BMI towards CE undertaken by

their company. Specifically, its systematic approach to qualitative research has proven

particularly useful thanks to its simultaneous data collection and analysis which en-

able constant comparisons (Charmaz, 2006; Saunders et al., 2016). The application

of GT will be further dealt with in Chapter 5 with data analysis and coding processes.

4.5 Time Horizon

At the fifth layer of the research onion, the time horizon can either be cross-sectional,

leading to a study conducted in a particular localised time, or longitudinal, whereby

the research is carried out over a longer period (Saunders et al., 2016). Due to the

limited time of the thesis, this study had to adopt a cross-sectional time horizon.

This implies that each participant has been interviewed only once and that the study

could not follow the development of the object of research, but rather provided by

necessity a snapshot of the field of CBMs in fashion within a particular period of time

(Saunders et al., 2016). As a matter of fact, the data collection took place between

the 9th of June 2021 and the 28th of July 2021. Nevertheless, although not suitable



Chapter 4. Methodology 23

for identifying causal inference, a cross-sectional time horizon is deemed particularly

useful for establishing patterns and is hence still fitting the purpose of this thesis

(Rindfleisch et al., 2008).

4.6 Data Collection

This paragraph elaborates on the methods adopted to collect the empirical data ob-

tained from the 8 case companies in analysis, which constitutes the main source of

information to answer the research questions (Saunders et al. 2016). As mentioned,

primary data has been gathered through interviews with representatives of fashion

organisation approaching CE. The following covers all the phases linked to the data

collection process, such as preparation, sampling, and collection itself.

To understand the level of information already available on the subject matter and

to have a sense of what was yet to be explored, preliminary research on the topic has

been done (Creswell, 2009). The information gathered has been essential to constitute

the theoretical foundation of the study as well as to shape the data collection process

(Saunders et al., 2016). Accordingly, data sources such as books, academic journals,

as well as company websites, organizational and industry reports were reviewed.

4.6.1 Semi-Structured Interviews

A research interview can be defined as a ”purposeful conversation between two or more

people, requiring the interviewer to establish rapport and ask concise and unambigu-

ous questions, to which the interviewee is willing to respond, and to listen attentively”

(Saunders et al., 2016, p.388).

Depending on their level of structure and formality, interviews can be structured,

unstructured or semi-structured (Saunders et al., 2016). Structured interviews are

highly standardised and usually take place in the form of a questionnaire aiming

to collect quantifiable data (Flick, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016). Conversely, un-

structured interviews provide for a free talk of the interviewee, without any set of

predetermined question to be used as a guide, and eventually encourages the re-

spondent to lead the direction of the conversation (Saunders et al., 2016). For this

thesis, the semi-structured interview format has been deemed the most appropri-

ate. The semi-structured format implies a non-standardised type of interview that is

highly functional for exploratory research, especially when opinions and perceptions

are sought after (Cooper & Schindler, 2008). Accordingly, a set of questions, themes,

and topics to deal with has been prepared beforehand and tailored to each of the
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interviews conducted, considering variations in the roles or in the context (Saunders

et al., 2016). The adopted format fostered the respondents to focus on the most

salient topics and to express their own perceptions of the di↵erent implications they

experienced in approaching BMI towards CE. The flexibility of the interviews allowed

to fall outside a fixed set of questions and gave, not only the space to the intervie-

wees to invest more time on what they found more important, but also the chance

for the researcher to dig deeper into unexpected and insightful aspects they touched

upon. Hence, this choice resonates well with the interpretivist paradigm adopted by

the research, as it enables a thorough understanding of the respondents’ perspectives

on the phenomenon in analysis and the acquisition of deeper insights (Saunders et

al., 2016). A total of 12 interviews has been carried out with respondents from 8

case companies. The researcher suspended the interviews when data saturation was

reached, meaning that none or little further insights would have been forthcoming

with new interviews (Saunders et. al., 2016).

4.6.2 Sampling of case companies

Within the scope of this thesis, the data collection of all the companies in the in-

dustry introducing CE activities in their BM was not viable (Saunders et al., 2016).

Therefore, a sample had to be selected. The researcher’s professional experiences

and interests not only were essential for the identification of the research topic, but

also enabled the access to an existing network of professionals in the field and pro-

vided a precise direction in selecting and granting access to other respondents. The

participants have mainly been identified through purposeful sampling. Purposeful

sampling is often employed in case studies as it is ideal for collecting thick informa-

tion, rather than for generating statistical inference on wider populations (Saunders

et al., 2016). Considering that the research questions aim to explore CBMs in the

fashion industry, the access to specific companies active in the matter would have

enabled a better answer. In order to identify such cases, the researcher leveraged

on previous knowledge on the field and engaged in extensive research for fashion

companies introducing CE activities within their business models. Additionally, the

selected companies had to be SMEs located in the European area, to allow for a fairer

comparison. Nevertheless, within the limits set by these requirements, the researcher

deliberately selected companies that varied in size, age, but also in terms of the type

of CE activities implemented, in order to examine the phenomenon of CBMs in the

fashion industry from di↵erent perspectives. On top of that, the access to multiple re-

spondents with di↵erent roles connected to CBMs within the same company has been

sought. This was crucial to gather insights that complement each other, to increase

reliability and to encompass a wider representation of perceptions of the phenomenon

in the fashion industry. The use of multiple respondents (when possible) within multi-
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ple cases strengthened the academic contribution and the managerial implications, as

the conclusions drawn can get applied over a broader spectrum of contexts. Finally, in

order to further increase diversity and to enable data triangulation, a representative of

a service provider company facilitating CBMs and another one from a fashion brand

still not implementing CBMs have been included in the sample. In total, around 60

representatives from selected companies have been contacted via email or LinkedIn.

The process let to the sampling of 8 cases and 12 respondents whose description will

be provided in Table 4.1 together with an explanation of the reason for choosing them.
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Table 4.1: Case companies’ descriptions
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4.6.3 Sampling of Interviewees

Case participants have been identified following a series of criteria encompassed by

di↵erent sampling methods, specifically purposive and criterion sampling. Firstly, in

order to reduce the systematic bias often encountered with purposive sampling, the

researcher tried to include several interviewees per case company whenever possible.

Criterion sampling allowed the selection of participants covering specific roles within

the organisation strictly related to the execution of BMI towards CE. This ensured

enhanced stability of participants’ interpretations on the phenomenon (Saunders et

al., 2016). As the introduction of circular activities eventually impacts the organi-

sation in its entirety, the selected roles encompassed both managerial, technical, as

well as creative roles. Nevertheless, an e↵ort was placed in selecting participants

roughly covering similar positions across organisations. An overview of the research

participants and their roles is o↵ered in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2: Case companies, interviewees, and roles

4.6.4 Interviews Guides

As already mentioned, while defining the topic for the thesis, time has been invested

into gaining knowledge on BM components, CE logics, the status of circular initiatives

within the fashion industry and the format of semi-structured interviews. Following,

further information on the case companies has been collected during the case research

and sampling. The knowledge acquired through this research was crucial in devel-

oping an interview guide encompassing all the relevant themes to deal with and the

appropriate questions to do so (Saunders et al., 2016). A variety of question has

been used, including introductory questions, indirect questions as well as more spon-

taneous follow-up questions. Additionally, the interview guides slightly di↵ered from
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interviewee to interviewee, to consider di↵erences of the case companies they were

representing, but also di↵erences in roles. Moreover, the interview guide partially

evolved over time based on the reaction of previous respondents or on the findings

gathered through previous interviews. An example of the interview guide is provided

in the Appendix A.

4.7 Research Quality

Qualitative approaches have often been in the centre of critiques due to the conse-

quences brought to the research validity, generalisability, and reliability (Saunders et

al., 2016). This section discusses the actions taken to improve the research quality

in these terms, often referred to as credibility, transferability, and dependability in

interpretivism.

Credibility refers to the soundness of the collected data and depends on the con-

gruent understanding of what the interviewees meant to express and what has been

captured by the interviewer (Saunders et al., 2016). To enhance the credibility of the

study, during interviews, reassuring questions and clarifying statements have often

been used to avoid misunderstandings for every unclear answer. Additionally, having

di↵erent type of respondents covering the same set of topics ensured trustworthiness

of the findings (Saunders et al., 2016). A technique adopted to further enhance credi-

bility was to utilise both within-case analysis and cross-case patterns of investigation,

to first familiarise with the data and generate the initial theories, and then look at it

from a cross-case broader perspective. However, since the study has been carried out

by only one researcher, it was not possible to apply investigator triangulation, which

constitute a shortcoming of the present research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Transferability concerns the possibility to generalise the research findings and

apply them to other contexts (Saunders et al., 2016). First, it must be noted that,

unlike quantitative studies, qualitative research does not aim to statistically generalise

theories to a wider population but rather to analytically generalise findings applicable

to develop new theories (Riege, 2003). Even though the limited transferability has

often been criticised in case studies, it has been demonstrated that they can contribute

to theory building (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Although the data comes from cases di↵erent

in company age, size, location and product category, the researcher believes that the

same implications and challenges in approaching CBMs are encountered by many

SMEs. Hence, the findings of the present research could be applicable for other

SMEs embarking on the same path, both in the same industry or in a di↵erent one

(Flyvbjerg, 2006).
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Dependability refers to developing a study which could be repeated by other re-

searchers drawing the same conclusions. Dependability is particularly hard to realise

through interpretivist case studies, as they deal with complex and evolving real life

phenomena (Saunders et al., 2016). Additionally, since the research follows an inter-

pretivist and social constructivist approach, the results were dependent on both the

researcher’s and the participants and would therefore be di�cult to exactly replicate

when substituting any of them (Saunders et al., 2016). However, di↵erent techniques

to ensure transparency on the approach of this thesis have been adopted. A documen-

tation strategy was employed and hence all the interviews have been recorded and the

transcripts included in the appendices (Appendix B), so that the reader can access

the raw data of the study (Nair & Riege, 1995). Then, semi-structured interview

guides were followed and shared into Appendix A, so other researchers can adopt the

same line of inquiry (Yin, 1994).



Chapter 5

Data Analysis

Following the overview on the research philosophy, the approach to theory develop-

ment and the research design aspects, this chapter describes the approach adopted

when analysing the data gathered through the 12 semi-structured interviews. As pre-

viously mentioned, the study employed the GT methodology which also served as a

tool of analysis. Therefore, an explanation of the GT phases followed from sampling

until the actual establishment of a GT is provided to achieve transparency, which is

deemed as a key condition for quality in GT research (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014).

GT is a method developed in 1967 by Glaser and Strauss that allows researchers to

”analyse, interpret and explain the meanings that social actors construct to make sense

of their everyday experiences in specific situations” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.193). In

developing their GT, researchers analyse their data while they collect them and usu-

ally process one interview before proceeding to the next. The theory is grounded as

its generation starts from the data being processed through the researchers’ percep-

tions of meaning with an inductive approach, and then further develops through an

abductive approach. This happens with a continuous alternation between inductive

exploration of new themes through an in vivo approach to data, and a deductive

testing of the emerging themes with the same GT process (Charmaz, 2006). In terms

of coding, GT provides for several approaches di↵ering in their grade of flexibility.

This thesis followed the constructivist coding approach elaborated by Charmaz (2006)

which contemplates a two-stages process including initial coding and focused coding.

This method allows for exploration and for a free and constant comparison of codes

and themes, which hence fosters the researcher to interpret findings and construct

realities. Therefore, the application of GT facilitated the execution of the intents em-

bedded in the inductive research philosophy and the constructivist ontology (Char-

maz, 2006; Saunders et al., 2016). According to this method, while progressively

conducting, transcribing, and coding interviews, the researcher has been recording

reflective notes about the learning from the data (memoing practice). In this way,
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the emergent topics encountered during the first interviews have been further explored

and tested through the following ones, until theoretical saturation has been reached

(Saunders et al., 2016; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). As already mentioned, new

themes stopped to emerge with the 12th interview, which led the researcher to refrain

from further data collection. A qualitative data analysis software called NVivo was

used to have a more organised and e�cient coding process.

Following Charmaz’s (2006) coding approach, the initial coding resulted in a total

of 93 codes which were kept short, simple, and close to the data, to proceed quickly

but carefully, making sure that the researcher does not get far from the subjective

experience of the interviewees. The codes where descriptive in nature, meaning that

each string of text was associated to a descriptive noun based on its context, and

originated from a bottom-up approach, meaning that no theories were associated to

their generation (Charmaz, 2006; Saldaña, 2021).

The focus coding entailed re-coding of initial codes into more holistic thematic

codes. The researcher went through all the initial codes to sort them, to compare

them and to finally identify the most relevant in relation to the aims of the research

(Charmaz, 2006). Codes have been selected when considered part of more overarching

themes, that would have ultimately constituted the answer to the research questions.

Following, the selected initial codes have been further analysed to identify relation-

ships and more conceptual meanings that could have pictured what the data was

demonstrating. This process led to a deeper understanding of the data collected and

to the creation of focused codes with a higher analytical level (Charmaz, 2006; Thorn-

berg & Charmaz, 2014).

The focused codes that emerged from this GT process outlined a series of themes

that will be firstly presented in the next chapter and that will constitute the starting

point for the discussion section of this thesis.



Chapter 6

Findings

With the aim of answering the research questions presented in Chapter 3, an ag-

gregated view of the results obtained during the above-described semi-structured in-

terviews is now provided. In the first section of the chapter, the BM implications

encountered by fashion SMEs transitioning to CE are presented, while the second

section focuses on their challenges. The two sections are structured following the 4

BM pillars as per Osterwalder (2004) (see Paragraph 2.2).

6.1 Circular Initiatives – Implications

The following paragraph outlines the main implications detected at the level of each

BM component, implied by the introduction of di↵erent CE initiatives. It is shown

here what the transitioning fashion companies experienced as a consequence to their

choices.

6.1.1 Product – Service & Value Proposition

The interviews revealed how the participants perceive the impact of CE activities on

their value proposition. The transition to a system characterised by circularity

not only pushes brands to increasingly focus on product longevity, but also to devise

a whole set-up with circularity at heart, meaning that the final o↵er to customers

revolves around more responsible and durable products, as well as an assortment of

new related services (AB1, EB, JND, JL).

In general, the interviewees consider their circular activities as an early reply to

new emergent customer needs (JL, KG). As a matter of fact, all the participants agree

in identifying new attitudes in their consumers and in recognising great importance

to their new necessities:

“I think people are also looking for genuine e↵ort and changes in brands (. . . ). When
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people buy, they would like, I believe, to feel better about what they’re doing for the

planet with their money and who they’re supporting.” (MC)

Nowadays consumers are described as more active and opinionated to such an ex-

tent that they explicitly demand further change to the brands that align the most

with their values (AB1, AB2, LJ, MC). Following this, the interviewees feel that their

products and services’ innovation helps them living up to these new rising expecta-

tions:

“The future generations of consumers have completely di↵erent needs and demands

for what they require from brands. And one of them is the sustainability angle, not

only connected to the materials and everything, but also to have the appropriate busi-

ness model set-up.” (JL)

When looking at the introduction of CE activities in light of the original core values

of the brands, participants expressed how such addition to the core o↵ering is not

only resonating with their starting point but also building added value that allows

them to be more consistent with the mission they set in front of themselves (AB1,

JL, JND, KG):

“I think it strengthens our value proposition. It’s very closely connected with our mis-

sion as a brand. So, our mission is what we call the end to the fast consumption and

the pursuit of less. So, buying less clothing, using it longer, buying better. And, you

know, implementing lifecycle responsibility is the most natural thing to do, and that’s

strengthening our mission because it essentially means that every garment is worn

as much as possible and after that is brought back in the loop. (. . . ) So, by adding

these services we can make sure that we can reach our goal and live up to the promise

that all the resources are maximised, and the garments are used to their maximum

potential.” (JND)

It emerged how circular activities such as rental constitute a way for brands to enlarge

their o↵er to the consumer, as they get access to di↵erent purchasing and consuming

options among which they can chose depending on their specific necessity of the time

(AB1, JL). Alternatively, repair, reuse and redistribution are considered as a means

for brands to fit better to their consumers’ consumption habits and to tap into the

further needs, coming after the purchase one:

“I think that the biggest value we can give our customers with resale is that it actually

adds more value to the ownership of the product because they can resell it through us.

(. . . ) It has a long lifetime, and (. . . ) if they will get tired of it, they can easily sell

it and pass it on in a conscious way. And it goes very in hand with future consumers
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buying and reselling habits. I think that we can provide them with a super easy alter-

native on how to do that.” (JL)

At the same time, the development of a system that goes beyond the selling phase

gives the consumers the chance to be followed and assisted by the brand all along

their journey with their purchased item, especially with more complex issues such as

responsibly disposing of an item at the end of its life (EB, JND, MC):

“We are now becoming accountable in the end of the life of our products, so we are

present there for our customer once they’re done with their shoes and we help them

dispose of them in the best possible way. The product comes with an add-on service

in some sense.” (EB)

To summarise, the interviewees highlighted several implications at the product-service

and value proposition level. They perceive their transition towards CE as a contrib-

utor to value delivery as it fosters the production of items in a way that mindful

consumers want them to be (AB2, JND, LB, MC), it proposes alternative ways of

purchasing and consuming that fit to di↵erent necessities (AB1, EB, JL), as well as

it entails prolonged interactions with a brand that follows its consumers along the

evolution of their needs (EB, EN, JL, JND). In this way, the introduction of CE

activities is generally described as a way to take into account ethical needs of the

customer target, but also to deliver add-on services - optimising the value of each

purchased item, as well as a final economic benefit, for instance in the form of the

discounts provided when giving back a garment at the end of its life (EB, EN, IS, JL,

KG).

6.1.2 Customer Interface

Besides being recognised as a tool to deliver increased value to existing consumers,

the introduction of CE practices is seen as impacting the businesses in terms of new

customer target. The interviewees consider their circular initiatives as appealing

practices for the more intransigent consumers, who are not willing to give up their

ethical principles when buying (AB1, EB, MC):

“I also think that people who are specifically looking for a sustainable product are then

likely to find us (...). The people who are not interested in sustainability, they can

still buy or even they don’t have to care about what we’re doing. But then, there is the

other part of people who really care about sustainability and who are truly involved.”

(MC)
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More specifically related to reuse activities, it emerged how these initiatives are seen

as an approach to new consumers who are solely interested into buying second-hand

products or others “who might not a↵ord a full price garment” (JND). These second-

hand customers are seen as a potential new customer target for the first-hand portion

of the business too:

“They will still be probably second-hand shoppers, but we will reach them in another

way, or they will start to buy first-hand too because they can see they can easily resell.

So, they’ll see they can go straight into that secondary loop instead. And that’s ap-

pealing to these new customers because it’s something that they already do and maybe

even prefer.” (JL)

In terms of relationship with their consumers, all the respondents expressed an

increased focus on the circular subject matters. Circularity is said to be actively put

at the centre of all the interactions with consumers, even in the cases where respon-

sibility was already among the brand pillars since the origin (AB1). The participants

described the customer relationships as much more proactive from the side of the

brand, who is responsible to initiate conversations around circularity as much as pos-

sible:

“If we talk about community management, we are coming from a very reactive place

and time. Now more than ever we need to be more proactive in the way that we set

the agenda for what we want to talk about with the community and what we want the

community to talk about. (...) So we’re putting sustainability and responsibility high

on the agenda.” (JL)

All the respondents agreed in depicting a consumer that, despite being characterised

by the rising interest into sustainability, is still “not mature enough” (AB1, JL, JND,

MC). This result will be further laid down in Paragraph 6.2, where the challenges in

adopting circular initiatives will be outlined. Nevertheless, the lack of maturity was

worth to be mentioned at this point, as it has been identified as one of the reasons

why engagement, customer education and community building are perceived as the

most urgent implications of CE activity into customer relationships (AB1, EB, IS, LB,

JND, JL, MC). Direct interactions around the company’s take in circularity matter

(AB1, AB2, EB, MC) and the active commitment into engaging the consumers into

meaningful conversation around the topic (AB1, JL, JND, KG) have been highlighted

as key features. Each touchpoint of the extended interactions between consumers and

the company is seen as an occasion to bring the conversation forward that must be

maximised (JND) and therefore requires additional commitment from the brand side:
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“I think we are continuing to improve on our approach to communication. For exam-

ple, all our capsules are built with circularity in mind. So, each one is an opportunity

to educate the customer more about the materials, about what we do, and to kind of

continuously deepen our conversations on the things that we are doing.” (MC)

Customer involvement appeared as such a fundamental component to new circular

systems, that it said to be central consideration even during the design and concep-

tion phase of new circular initiatives:

“We were basically trying to think about initiatives that could have helped us closing

the loop, and we needed something that would have involved our customers too, to

have more impactful results and build a committed community around us.” (EB)

Consistently, the theme of community building emerged from all the interviews to-

gether with the importance of establishing the conversation on transparency, authen-

ticity and on the desire to share more than ever before all the steps that are being

taken before the realisation of circular initiatives (AB1, MC):

”What we are discovering over time, is that there are more and more requests from

customer (. . . ) that we bring more of that content (. . . ), because it feels that it is

really authentic. It’s nice to show the beautiful struggle that you have in committing

to this kind of activities, because there’s plenty of trade-o↵ (. . . ). There is a struggle.

But people might be interested in understanding what this struggle is, instead of just

looking at the traditional, highly curated, elevated, and aspirational content. (. . . )

Customers or some opinion leaders request the brands to be even more transparent on

this journey.” (AB1)

Finally, customer relationships are felt as strongly connotated by the customer edu-

cation component. In connection with the above-mentioned struggle in having cus-

tomers who are still not mature and informed enough, there is a requirement for

brands to commit to the mission of educating them about the state of the industry,

the choices that have been taken and the ethical lever behind it (AB1, EB, IS, LB,

JND, JL, MC).

“That’s the most important thing for us, to make them more aware and to make them

understand, because if the end consumer is not aware about everything that we do, it’s

not going to matter at all. And there is a very small part of end consumers that are

actually caring as much as people think. So, for us, it’s just more like educating people

to understand what it means to have 100% content in the garment, for instance, and

how to care for it as well, among a lot of other things.” (SK)
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Finally, in terms of channels, several implications connected to the introduction

of CE activities have been listed by participants. GANNI’s respondents highlighted

a new channel they particularly leverage on, namely the GANNI Lab Instagram ac-

count. The profile has been created to connect with people interested in the topic,

to develop the information exchange around it and to facilitate customer education

(AB1, JL, LB):

“We thought that to be serious about it, to really target circularity, (. . . ) we need

a space where we could talk to who is really interested. And that’s why we created

this GANNI Lab Instagram account. So, we use it as a place where we have a deeper

conversation, and we see that there we have a di↵erent type of follower. Some of

them are not customers, but they just like the way we are tackling fashion problems.

(. . . ) There are more and more requests from customers, and also from people that

are close to the brands, that we actually bring much more of that content.” (AB1)

When focusing on physical distribution channels, participants conveyed several changes

concerning the establishment of new channels and reverse logistic systems, but also

di↵erences at the level of the already existing channels. Rental models have been

described as necessitating the development of new digital channels in order to be

carried out (AB1, JL), while second-hand activities require brands to devise new

ways for the commercialisation of reused goods. Reuse and redistribution implicate

the involvement of new partners, such as external second-hand platforms to collabo-

rate with, that are perceived as a new secondary channel for second-hand garments

(AB1). Alternatively, the introduction of second-hand products into the o↵ering, re-

quired brands mainly based online to devise new physical selling modalities:

“We need (. . . ) new set ups for these products and even di↵erent ways of selling them

(. . . ) because [selling second-hand stu↵ ] is a lot trickier than selling new garments

online. Customers can’t really see in a good way the quality. There might be slightly

di↵erent sizing for being worn for 5 years. So, we will start by selling that o✏ine. So

that is a new set up for us.” (JND)

Other respondents highlighted a split in the selling modality for second-hand prod-

ucts, implying a permanent o↵er in physical points of sale and occasional online drops

featuring selected items (KG, SK):

“It’s a bit more well-curated than in the shops. And we focus more on premium fab-

rics, so to have it a bit more. . . exclusive o↵er that can sell well even online.” (KG)

Several interviewees identified the current channels as the infrastructure support-

ing their CE initiatives as well: existing point of sales are used as the touchpoint to
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provide repair services (AB1, LB, KG) and to take back used garments (AB1, LB, SK,

KG), while reverse logistics loops take place through existing return channels as well

(AB2). Others highlighted that the introduction of reuse and redistribution practices

requires brands to devise dedicated take-back systems and the related reverse logistics

streams, requiring the creation of new channels and platforms assisting the customers

in disposing of used garments (EN, JL, JND):

“We work with a company called Returnado that’s managing our return sampling por-

tal where customers register their returns. We had to build a new one for the Revival

programme that has kind of a di↵erent flow where you can see all of your products,

and you select the reasons for handing it in and it gives you di↵erent values and helps

to create a voucher as a reward.” (JND)

6.1.3 Infrastructure Management

At the level of key activities, the introduction of CE initiatives is said to impact

the design process in di↵erent ways. This applies even to those companies that, since

their origin, do not work with collections, but are rather based on a continued o↵er.

For them, the commitment to circular initiatives put further emphasis into product

longevity and mono-materiality and new attention to easy disassembling (AB2, JND,

KG, MC, SK). Certain categories of items, such as denim and basics, has been defined

as the “perfect product to work with” (KG), because the use of mono-material fibres

or limited blend proportions is already intrinsic in the nature of the goods and is

seen as an added quality (JND, KG). In other circumstances, a “case-by-case analy-

sis” (AB2) needs to be carried out to assess where design for circularity can be fully

achieved without compromising the products’ functionality and durability (AB2, EB,

JND, LJ):

“This is where we really do a case-by-case analysis where it makes sense to use mono

material because, for example, in terms of socks, underwear, there’s a trade-o↵. Let’s

say we use mono material there, but maybe that would make them less durable. So,

we really take it case-by-case.” (AB2)

According to most of the participants, the adoption of CE models implies an update

into the organisation’s functioning that goes back to the designing and production

phases. Due to their adoption of circular design methods and practices, the creation

phase is indeed reorganised around the consideration of the garment’s end-of-life and

its necessary disposal (AB1, AB2, EB, EN, JND, LB, MC):

“It is not only about figuring out a way to take responsibility of the garment at the

end of its life. We also go back to how we produce garments to make it as circular as

possible. Because it has so much to do with how you produce it as well. If you have a
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mix of di↵erent materials, it’s harder to recycle. That would be the end of the story.

We really need the full overview to really optimise our garments in that way.” (EN)

Participants talked about their preferred use of natural materials or mono-materials

to facilitate fabric recycling (AB1, AB2, KG, EN, JND), the attention placed into

reducing the number of added components to the garment such as trims, buttons and

zippers (AB1, AB2, JND, LJ) or alternatively about the introduction of new added

components that are easy to remove during product deconstruction (AB2, KG, MC,

SK):

“Instead of using a zipper we have these buttons that have been screwed on. So, if

you were to recycle them, you can easily screw o↵ the buttons. Because traditionally

they just cut o↵ at the waist to take that part away because they cannot easily take o↵

zipper or buttons. And so they waste a lot of material by having to cut that o↵. So

that’s what we mean with designing for deconstruction.” (AB2)

Additionally, respondents demonstrated their e↵orts into designing items able to fol-

low the consumer with weight fluctuations (AB1, AB2):

“We have designed it in a way that customers can (. . . ) make the waistline shorter.

(. . . ) So, if at some point you have any fluctuation in weight, you don’t have to buy

a new pair of jeans just because it has gotten loose or something. You can adjust that

by yourself.” (AB2)

or that are designed to facilitate the repair of potential upcoming damages or product

refurbishment:

“For our down jacket for the winter, we work with panels in places where the garment

will wear and tear a little bit more. (. . . ) So, working with panels here means that if

it wears o↵, you can take that out using the zipper which is constructed inside. So,

you won’t break the jacket and it’s easy for someone to repair it.” (SK)

Interestingly, the CE considerations introduced into the design activity are said to

strongly impact the designers’ creativity, as the design process does not solely revolve

around their inspirations anymore, but has to respect a set of CE criteria (AB1, EB,

KG, MC):

“We used to have a big material library and there was a small section with sustainable

materials. Last year we decided to completely throw away all the old material library.

(. . . ) Now we only have sustainable materials. So, the philosophy is: we’re not going

to try and design a shoe and then find sustainable materials to fit it. We’re just go-

ing to put the materials we have on the table and then design around them. So, it’s
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material comes first, design comes second.” (MC)

The same logics impact other key activities of the companies such as sourcing:

“We use a new design approach to make sure that the product doesn’t look sustain-

able, but it’s actually environmentally friendly. So, this means that we also completely

changed the way we research materials. (. . . ) In the past I used (. . . ) to go to the

fairs and look for many materials based on the inspiration I got from Nicholas. Well,

now I basically only look for the materials that are sustainable and that are aligned

with our values” (EB)

CE activities also determine new operations becoming part of the key activities, such

as repair services – that, if not outsourced, take place through repair stations at the

physical stores (AB1, LB, JND, KG), second-hand items curation (KG, SK) or even

product dismantling (EB, MC). Some participants finally highlighted the cruciality

of establishing clear guidelines and standard operating procedures for CE to facilitate

the execution of their CE activities. Those models are both relevant for the produc-

tion and the take-back phases and could for instance provide detailed information on

how to handle di↵erent categories of used garments, or parameters for di↵erent ways

of designing circular (JND, LB).

When talking about key resources, the interviewees covered both the new ones

they need to ensure access to, the resources they started to leverage on thanks to the

introduction of CE activities, but also human resources implications. The first impli-

cation pointed out by all the respondent is the “innovation of materials” (AB1) that

they chose to adopt in producing their items. Following, the participants reported

how the adoption of new resources for production starts from new criteria in supply

choices:

“I focus on researching new materials that are sustainable and could allow us both to

reduce our impact but also to establish a more circular system.” (EB)

To be able to close the loop at the end of the garments’ lifecycle, mono-materials

and natural materials are key resources for production (JND, KG, LB, LJ) and, when

possible, recycled materials are being preferred to virgin materials (AB1, AB2, JND,

LJ, SK). Additionally, new e↵orts are being made into employing compostable materi-

als (EB, MC). Innovation of materials takes place also in terms of packaging material,

where plastic has been phased out and substituted with recycled paper or certified

and recyclable cellulosic sources (EB, EN, JND, MC).

Secondly, CE activities came with other resources the companies can now draw
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on following waste optimisation logics, namely pre- and post-consumer waste. Pre-

consumer discarded items and materials, depending on their conditions, are either

sold on second-hand channels or getting collected and recycled in the same way as

the items that are being taken back (JND, KG):

“We have an ongoing recycling project with our main denim supplier for assembly and

sewing in Tunisia. It’s a pre-consumer recycling project because we’ve worked with

them for a pretty long time. And along the way, we have gathered up some big vol-

umes of second choice denim, like stu↵ that didn’t meet quality or style requirements.

We’re now doing a trial where we take this second-choice denim and we mixed it up

with organic cotton to produce new items.” (KG)

Additionally, garments taken back are another resource the brands are now maximis-

ing. They can be used as repairing material, sold as second-hand products, upcycled,

or recycled into new fibres (AB1, EN, JND, KG, MC):

“These volumes that we take back, we either use them as repairing material directly

in the repair shops, so we don’t need to buy new fabric to repair the jeans, we just

use the stu↵ that is in the worst condition and that can’t be resold again. The stu↵

that is in a sellable condition gets sorted out and sold again directly in the shops or

is selected for the occasional reuse drops we do online.” (KG)

Finally, another considerable consequence in terms of the key resources concerns the

companies’ workforce. Participants highlighted the need to have a responsible figure

or team leading the execution of circular practices and developing the internal set-up

required by CE activities (AB1, JL, JND, KG, LB, MC):

“What works very well for us, is to have a directing figure in the responsibility stream

of activities and a fully dedicated team to ensure that this project is being funded, to

find the right partners and suppliers and to monitor it as every other vital organi-

sation function. You need a “centro di regia” (=control room) as we say in Italian,

somebody that is there to make sure that things are happening. This is especially nec-

essary before these initiatives will eventually be embedded in the natural way we do

business. But as long as we are still in a way disrupting the traditional fashion, we

need to have somebody that is just taking care of that.” (AB1)

Again, in terms of workforce, it emerged how the increasing volume of circular activi-

ties makes it urgent to appoint more workforce to the execution of practical activities

related to CE initiatives such as repair and curation:

“And then if we want to have a more continuous stream or o↵er reused garments

online in a more stable way, we also need to make some internal investments in de-
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veloping that section of our business ourselves or otherwise outsource that service to

someone else who can curate and operate.” (KG)

To conclude, the interviewees expressed rising implications on their infrastructure

management in terms of key partners as well. The introduction of CE activities

first determines a strengthened collaboration with the existing partners and suppliers

who are able to follow the fashion brands along their development (EB, KG, SK):

“We work closely with our existing supply chain, and some key suppliers who are ca-

pable of performing some of these processes, which we need to have a circular business

model. So, especially when working with denim, we have pretty good possibilities with

our existing suppliers and their subcontractors.” (KG)

The relationship with suppliers is said to be deeper and more consolidated thanks

to the close collaboration they have while testing the quality and durability of items

produced with new materials or through di↵erent processes (AB2, EB). Additionally,

existing partners are described as players who got commissioned ad hoc solutions

to facilitate CE activities and therefore fundamental contributors to their successful

execution (EN, JND):

“We also developed a portal for our customers to register their Revival returns. (. . . )

We worked with our current return partner, Returnado, and we developed a totally

new platform that wasn’t in place before. So that was a big project that made it super

easy for us and for customers.” (EN)

Existing partnerships are said to be strengthened even with distributors, as brands

adopting circular practices are matching the sustainability criteria adopted by whole-

salers in their filtering options and their dedicated features and editorials (EB, MC).

Additionally, relationships with distributors are seen as fundamental in helping brands

extending their circular services and making them more accessible to an increasing

share of consumers:

“We have selected wholesale partners, like Selfridges, that are provided with the same

tools we have in our repair shops to o↵er the free repairs and take back the jeans, to

use them as reuse material and resale as well. So, this is extending our services to

the entire infrastructure.” (KG)

On the other hand, the new activities are said to sometimes imply the termination of

pre-existing collaborations (EB, LB, LJ):

“For sure we changed some partners because there are some suppliers that we can’t

work with anymore as they are not o↵ering a sustainable alternative to what we used
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to buy. We are focusing on fewer suppliers that are sustainable when it comes to

materials and structure and components.” (EB)

The interviews revealed that, when the new set of activities cannot be carried out

in collaboration with the existing partners, companies need to establish partnerships

with new players such as recyclers and down-cyclers to dispose of the garments that

are too worn to be employed somehow di↵erently (KG, JND), or other companies

able to assist with used garments collection, sorting, washing, repair, and refurbish-

ment (AB2, JND, SK). In addition to the more practical activities connected to CE,

new partnerships are described as pivotal when entering new business practices such

as reuse and re-commercialisation ones, to get assistance in processing and handling

activities that are not at the core of the original o↵er (AB1, JL, JND, LB):

“We need the support in all of this. (. . . ) Same thing for the take back scheme, as

it is not in the core business of the company, obviously to recycle. (. . . ) As for the

rental: we have to partner with a rental platform, which actually provides the logistics

and the technology to track each product. So obviously none of these can build upon

internal resources only.” (AB1)

“We have collaborations with Depop and Vestiaire coming up. (. . . ) We are trying

to explore how we can work together with these partners. Then we have an upcoming

collaboration with [company name 1], which is the biggest rental platform in the UK,

and then [company name 2], which is the biggest second-hand tech platform provider.

(. . . ) And we will start to build the new business models with [company name 2],

meaning GANNI second-hand.”(JL)

The introduction of CE initiatives is also described as a facilitator of interdisciplinary

partnerships with artists for instance, who will be key in giving a second purpose to

the items that have been collected (AB1, EB, MC):

“We’re partnering with artists and designers who already work with upcycled and recy-

cled materials to give the shoes a second life. We are currently in talks with about five

di↵erent artists, and then we’re planning to (. . . ) show the people what we’ve done

together, whether this would be a new shoe that’s sold on our website, or if it’s like

a one-o↵ item that’s auctioned for charity, or if it’s like something that’s completely

other than a shoe. We’re trying to figure it out with them, but we are genuinely trying

to give these shoes a second life. So not just art for the sake of art, a big installation,

but something that will continue to live in the world as a functional product.” (MC)

Finally, new key partners reported by most respondents are consultants, subject mat-

ter experts and organisations dealing with CE themes (AB1, EB, JND, KG, LB, LJ,
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MC). These players were described as the necessary support in setting the agenda,

switching to CE practices and providing the expertise and guidance required in per-

forming activities that were not core to the company yet:

“It absolutely requires some support (. . . ) When we talk about design for circularity

you need expertise, you need some training. For the new product development or fab-

ric of the future, as we call it, you have to be involved with other brands or companies

that make this for you or help you establishing the new criteria in doing it.” (AB1)

Additionally, these key partners have been described as crucial collaborators in de-

signing, monitoring, and testing new business initiatives (JND, KG):

“In terms of planning, we did work with. . . I believe they’re an NGO, called Circle

Economy. They have a programme called Switching Gear, which was the starting point

of our planning for the Revival programme. So, it’s basically a two-years programme

where you go through this conceptualisation, testing, and development of a circular

business model. And that can be anything, for us it was the Revival Programme, but

others were doing rental or things like that. So, we partnered with them and that is

now finished. So that is kind of a time limited, but I would say we’re still connected.”

(JND)

but also, in studying the environment and prospecting the impact of new solutions

for consumers:

“Currently we have our rental service, GANNI Repeat, which is managed by a partner

called Continued. And with them, we are also doing quite a lot of studies on future

consumer behaviour related to sustainable business models, rental and second-hand.

And we are developing new solutions with them based on the findings of these studies.”

(JL)

To conclude, some respondents agreed in recognising the importance of a di↵erent

type of partnership: the one with other brands with the same focus on CE solutions.

Communication and alignment with peers have been said a valuable way for sharing

experiences with di↵erent stakeholder networks, getting to know about di↵erent ap-

proaches to common problems and gaining more knowledge and understanding for

di↵erent companies’ situations (KG, JND, LJ, SK).

6.1.4 Financial Aspects

In terms of financial aspects, all the participants struggled in identifying their reuse

and redistribution activities as profitable business segments or sources of considerable

revenue streams, but rather identified them as a “break-even business” (AB1, EN,
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JND, KG, LJ). Generally talking about CE activities, a common theme that emerged

in this section of the interviews is the impact they have on the margins of each busi-

ness:

“The problem here is that you can’t really increase the retail price because the cus-

tomer doesn’t want to pay more to buy a more responsible product. So, this is the

first implication that it’s a big challenge, especially for us working on product devel-

opment, because you need to keep the costs down. But you have a material cost that

is higher. So, I think that in the short term, you need to take a hit on the mar-

gins, because, even though your final product is more expensive than it used to be for

you, you can’t ask the consumer to pay more. They are not willing to pay more.” (EB)

In the specific case of rental, revenue streams are described as diluted over time

(AB1, JL):

“It is so much easier to just sell at one time. (. . . ) With rental, even though we have

a partner that can manage it, it takes more time to generate the same. You essentially

have to sell the same piece five times to gain the same profit. And it comes with way

more work, right?” (JL)

Secondly, the totality of the respondents described a more complex cost structure:

“From a cost perspective, it’s adding an extra layer of complexity, but also it adds

very limited revenue at this point in time.” (JL)

The introduction of activities such as repair or take-back, is said to come with a

set of added operational cost (EN, KG):

“From a cost perspective, it’s sometimes hard because the repair adds considerable

costs we were not bearing before. (. . . ) Then, if we take the Revival Programme as

another example, that entails a lot of costs for shipping things (. . . ) we’re not even

aiming for getting revenue from that, but we want to go break-even, and it might take

some time before we do that. This is because of all the cost adds up due to the op-

erational e↵orts and shipping, handling and then maybe to up-cycle something.” (EN)

Participants collectively underlined how the sourcing and adoption of materials that

are innovative or better performing for circularity purposes come with higher costs

due to increased testing, for the related cost of getting certifications, or simply for

considerably higher purchase prices (AB1, AB2, EB, LB, LJ, MC, SK):

“So, on the product side, for sure, a big implication is the cost of using a sustainable

material that, compared to a standard material, is on average 30% more expensive.

And these means that also the final product is 30% more expensive for us.” (EB)
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“We are currently working on recyclable products, or recycled products or basically

biodegradable products. I mean, all these products actually have a cost which is higher

than the cost of using virgin material or conventional material. And that’s embedded

in the P&L, so you really need to have space in your business model to pay these extra

costs. And sometimes for brands that are not growing fast or for brands that operate

with small margins, it is almost a no go.”(AB1)

On the other hand, positive implications on the cost structure emerged during the

interviews. Running design and production processes with circularity in mind, for

instance with waste reduction techniques or with smaller scales, has been said indeed

as a way to reduce the cost that the company was originally bearing during the exe-

cution (AB2, EB):

“Producing with circularity in mind, by reducing the resource consumption all along

the process, means that you are basically developing a collection that is smaller com-

pared to what you used to have. If four years ago when we were going to market, our

collection was around 250 SKUs 1, this season we developed 100 SKUs only. This

comes from the limits we have in the choice of material but also from the intention of

producing a smaller range. (. . . ) This also means that our development phase is also

di↵erent because we are prototyping less and sampling less. And these means that we

are also paying less development costs and consuming less resources.” (EB)

6.2 Circular Initiatives – Challenges

This second section of the chapter lays forth the challenges that the interviewees per-

ceived in connection to the introduction of CE practices within their BMs and the

solutions that they are currently putting in place, whenever they are existing. For

clarity, these challenges are presented once again through the BM building blocks,

following the same structure adopted when summarising results in the previous para-

graph. It can be noticed that some of the BM components are not covered in this

section, as participants did not report them as areas a↵ected by challenges faced by

the organisation.

6.2.1 Challenges impacting Product – Service & Value Propo-

sition

Interviewees revealed two main challenges encountered at the level of product and

value proposition due to their involvement into CE innovation, that is to say tensions

1
Stock-Keeping Unit
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in reconciling CE requirements and activities with the core values of the brand’s of-

fer. These challenges were noticed both while introducing new circular products and

services as well as when updating the already existing ones to become part of the

company’s circular o↵er.

First, interviewees highlighted di�culties in making sure to maintain the same aspi-

rational aesthetics and values at the core of the brand identity when moving towards

CE (EB, LJ, MC):

“One of the main complications in using materials that respect circularity standards

is surely the aesthetics. I’m not going to lie, it is important to keep it intact.” (LJ)

“I think one part that is really important for Nicholas is not to make shoes that look

sustainable. So, he doesn’t want to make... he calls them “granola shoes” [laughs]. . .

His goal is to make a beautiful luxury shoe that just happens to be responsible. In this

way, the people who are not interested in sustainability can still buy or even they don’t

have to care about what we’re doing. They will still get the same refined and elevated

product they used to get.” (MC)

The aesthetics of the brand is therefore seen as sometimes colliding with the lim-

itations brought in by CE activities, leaving brands in front of a trade-o↵ (EB).

Following this, challenges are said to be faced when trying to apply the same circular

criteria of the new products brought to the market in connection to CE activities, to

the carryover classics of a brand (EB, MC):

“When you commit to these new goals, it means that you also need to find a way to

rework the carryover products that were built with a completely di↵erent logic. So, you

need to find a solution and maybe to switch your materials to be more sustainable.

And that’s a big challenge because these are iconic products for us, and we can’t a↵ord

to compromise the look, but we also want them to be at the same level as our current

o↵er. And the complications are that (. . . ) you cannot just have a di↵erent type of

material with the same look.” (EB)

On a consistent note, most of the interviewees raised the concern of ensuring the

balance between the use of materials respecting circular logics and the durability and

quality of their products, which are and have always been at the core of their value

proposition (AB1, AB2, EB, LB, LJ, JND, KG):

“When we try to use mono-materials we also think that it might not be as durable

as if we had put some polyester or nylon or whatever in this garment. So essentially

by doing that, I might be reducing its lifecycle, its lifespan. And then again, from

the bigger picture it’s risky: if you make clothes with a shorter lifespan, then people
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will buy more and then essentially, we will be using more resources. It’s always about

seeing it in the bigger picture.”(LJ)

The current responses to this kind of challenges consist of increased focus in the

testing phase to make sure the quality of the product is uncompromised (AB2, EB,

JND), “case-by-case analysis” (AB2) of the incremental improvements that can be

made into any category of goods without undermining the company’s core values

(AB2, KG, JND) and finally what has been described as “backstage work” (EB).

Specifically, interviewees reported their new approach in implementing changes to-

wards circularity with a necessary condition to be fulfilled, namely making it imper-

ceptible on the product from the outside:

“Since we started going down this path, we’ve changed so many things, we revolu-

tionised the way we design and substituted almost all the materials we’ve been working

with in the past. But while doing all of this, what was essential for us is that, from

the outside, we had to continue o↵ering the same luxury product we always did. What

changed is all the work we do. . . in the backstage.” (EB)

“The way we are doing this, these new activities are going to strengthen our story

and our brand and the mission that we’re on, to make it as integrated as possible. So,

in terms of outward facing, I won’t change. Inwards and behind the scenes, it’s going

to be a challenge in the ways that it requires di↵erent processes.” (JND)

Finally, all the interviewees expressed that being true to the values that have conno-

tated them from the beginning and making sure not to fail their original principles

sometimes requires them to make necessary compromises.

6.2.2 Challenges impacting Customer interface

Strictly connected with the challenges encountered at the product and value propo-

sition level, participants highlighted several di�culties faced when dealing with and

reaching the consumers.

To begin with, the interviewees manifested the challenge they find in fully maintaining

the same customer target when introducing circular activities (EB, MC). Specifically,

it seems sometimes hard to reconcile the original needs they used to fulfil with the

new added value embedded in their circular o↵er. As described by the participants,

the company intention is to keep on addressing their consumers, while introducing

circular practices that must not impact them anyhow if not positively. They express

the urgency in making their consumer perceive the new activities solely as added

value that will not require them to compromise what they were used to get from the
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brand (EB, JND, MC). As a matter of fact, participants report customers enquiries

questioning the current o↵er versus the old one:

“Another challenge that is just big is communicating in the right way with our cus-

tomers. So, educating them about what the terms mean, what sustainability is, what

our take is, what does ethical mean. We’ve got so many questions of people saying:

“Oh, this is biodegradable leather, will it then fall apart in my wardrobe?”. And then

I have to go back to each of them and say “No, biodegradable and compostable means

it will only degrade in a composting environment”. But the general consumer doesn’t

have that knowledge.” (MC)

At the same time, interviewees reported a di↵erent kind of communication challenge

that they encounter when talking to consumers who are more actively looking for in-

formation on the field of sustainability and CE or simply when trying to communicate

the company’s e↵ort in an easily understandable way (AB1, EB, LB, KG, MC):

“I think it’s very di�cult to communicate on sustainability and on the fact that we

want to be circular. There’s always the chance to go on greenwashing. And that’s our

main concern when we are communicating because we don’t want that to happen. So,

we are always very cautious to communicate on these. But then it’s way harder to get

important messages through.” (EB)

Moreover, participants highlighted struggles in mediating di↵erent levels of informa-

tion. They underlined how some of their consumers are not knowledgeable regarding

CE matters, other are more and more committed to such values, but still lack the

accuracy that it is sometimes hard to get even when talking between professionals of

the industry (AB1, MC):

“If you want to make a change, you need to take your role trying to lead in that con-

versation, especially in front of a consumer which I’m not sure is already willing to

take an active role and go deeper into the understanding. And that’s where the green-

washing problem lays. It doesn’t only lay in the fact that brands can easily picture

themselves as responsible, but also on the other side: the consumers are not always

doing their homework to really understand the di↵erence.” (AB1)

Following, participants described the di�culty they have in promoting CE initiatives

with a consumer that “is still to mature a lot” (JL). Interviewees defined getting

consumers involved into the concept as one of the main challenges:

“There’s something about the (. . . ) consumer readiness. (. . . ) From a rental per-

spective, there’s still something about this idea of ownership and getting used to a new

option. So, I think for the consumers to really buy into rental and not having full
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ownership of an item and see the advantage of this, it will take some time. I think

it’s very good. But the end consumer is still to mature a lot, and it’s not something

that’s super easy to proactively do on our end, so it’s di�cult for us to mature the

customers to buy into our new circular models.” (JL)

Additionally, from the interviews, a behavioural change in their consumer which is

still late in coming seems to be the fundamental condition for consumer to fully start

exploiting the new activities that brands are o↵ering and to fully embrace their po-

tential (AB1, JL, MC):

“It’s hard to keep people interested in their products till the end of their life. It’s all

fine to say now: “Oh, this thing is compostable or recyclable or whatever”, but what

are the odds of that person a couple of years down the line taking that product and

saying: “All right, this needs to be disposed of in this way”. Because you really need

to care to then take the steps to send it back (...) I think it’s even hard for someone

that is already sustainably minded. And what about someone who just wants to live

their life and do everything the easy way?”(MC)

This set of consumer behaviour and communication challenges is then presented in

connection with a second di�culty lying in the slow adoption of CE initiatives from

the consumer side (AB1, IS, JL, JND, LJ):

“Something that we’ve realised along the whole project, is that the interest in it is a

lot smaller than you would expect. Everyone working here feels that it’s such a great

initiative and the general feeling is “of course, people want to participate, and we

make it easy for them”. But then it’s not really the case of what we see. We have

fairly good traction. But it’s not like we opened this up and we got floodgates coming

in. I think it’s going to be a slow and steady process until we create awareness.”(JND)

The interviewees also covered their initiatives against the challenges they face with

the limited buy-in for their circular activities and the consumer attitude and com-

munication. Among these, they talked about the introduction of vouchers or rewards

to facilitate the engagement in circular returns. These are o↵ered to consumers so

they can use them on the next purchase (EN, JL, JND, KG). A second area of focus

is in providing “very easy services” (JL) to consumers and “easy to understand and

visualise” initiatives (MC). Participants believe that the easier they can make it for

customers to understand their CE initiatives and to take part to them, the higher the

chances for them to actively get interested and involved (EN, JL, JND, MC):

“The easier we can make it for them, I think it will be better and faster. For ex-

ample, if they can just rent it in-store when they stand there and have to make the
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choice between buying and renting and they know that they’re only going to use it this

amount of times. They can make the calculation, make up in their mind that it’s a

more sustainable and less costly choice to just rent.” (JL)

Specifically, interviewees said they are constantly looking for small and incremental

changes to make the customer experience easier time by time, such as the adoption of

QR codes and the creation of a dedicated return interface to increase automation and

relieve the customers from the burden of taking care of all the complications of regis-

tering and shipping back items (EN, JL, JND). Following this, interviewees revealed

their e↵orts into building an integrated system pulling together all the traditional and

circular services they o↵er to the consumer (AB1, JL):

“We will need to have an integrated marketplace platform where customers will be

able to sell their GANNI pieces that they’ll be able to find in their profile. Something

that will make it super easy with just one click. I believe that for this to succeed we

need mature customers and very easy services that we can o↵er them. . . and this

could be a solution to get there, we would o↵er everything in the same place, the same

interface. And below each item that you can buy on GANNI.com, you can choose to

rent or buy or buy used. And so, I think that is where we are heading in the long-term

future. But it’s not something that we can do solely on our own.” (JL)

General opinion among all the interviewees is that stronger commitment in com-

munity building and customer education activities is fundamental for the success of

their circular initiatives:

“What we really see in terms of information and how this is communicated to the

consumer is that the consumer hasn’t really got in there to think about circularity.

So, it’s a little bit of a concept that needs to be explained and probably not a sexy one

in that sense. So, the word “sustainable” is becoming very strong because everyone

can understand it right now. Circularity is not something that consumers are search-

ing for yet. (. . . ) We really need to explain it (. . . ). And that will help actually

consumers be part of this. I have to say, there is quite a lot of education that still

needs to be made towards the consumer. It’s something very new, for the consumer.”

(IS)

The creation of dedicated communication channels for deeper discussions around CE

and broader sustainability topics is said instrumental in facilitating customer educa-

tion and the development of belonging and involvement feelings (AB1, JL, LB).

Finally, from what emerged, a key asset to be used in tackling such challenges is

the disclosure of a proof of concept, which comes hand in hand with the above-
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mentioned community building mechanisms. This could either be a demonstration

of what has been achieved in joint e↵ort with the consumer, for instance the results

of the upcycling processes carried out starting from the consumers’ return, or also

external validation from industry experts, platforms, or stakeholders (IS, JND, MC).

The final set of challenges encountered at the level of customer interface concerns

the ways to reach consumers. Firstly, interviewees selected the geographical disper-

sion of their business as a feature complicating the execution and the homogeneity

of their CE activities (EN, KG, JND, LB). This might become an issue either when

o↵ering repair services and when taking used garments back:

“We don’t want people to send garments all over the world for Revival because that

might also not be the greatest savings environmentally. So, we will need to add more

local returns, warehouses to handle this and make it smart for the customer and eco-

nomically feasible for us. (. . . ) We sell internationally from day one (. . . ) and we

sold only online until 3 weeks ago. And having circular services is then way harder. I

think if you have a network of stores or retailer partners, then it’s easier for someone

to go in there.”(JND)

As a solution, interviewees talked about their repair policies entailing repair kits

and instructions being shipped to the consumers once needed or the reimbursement

of the repair expenses from a local tailor or cobbler (EB, JND, MC). In addition,

the establishment of regional hubs has been reported by the interviewees (EN, JND,

KG):

“We need to find regional or local circular solutions. And we actually did that last

year. In Australia we have 8 shops now and we’ve been present there for a pretty long

time. So, we had good volumes of used jeans. So instead of shipping these jeans back

to Sweden, (. . . ) we collaborated with a Tasmanian wool mill to produce a blanket

made of 20% recycled post-consumer Nudie Jeans collected in Australia and recycled

wool. So we can just find local solutions, and we need to adapt similar setups in Eu-

rope in the US.”(KG)

Secondly, participants introduced challenges faced when establishing the physical or

digital setup of their services. For instance, the di�culty of selling second-hand items

online has been raised, due to the reduced appeal that it might have at the consumers

eyes compared to the physical purchase of second-hand garments, the unstructured

information layout, and the uniqueness of second-hand items (IS, JND, KG, SK).

Once more connected with the business channels, challenges are observed when mov-

ing towards the circular initiatives’ upscale while being tied to the physical point of
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sales for their execution:

“What we are facing is the challenge of scaling these initiatives (. . . ). Currently, the

way we get items back, is by consumers dropping o↵ their used jeans in store. And

we are thinking about moving that part of the business online to scale it up. But this

would first require us to establish the appropriate infrastructure and then we would

also receive bigger volumes. We need to make sure we can handle that, we need to

have the capacity.”(KG)

The final challenge impacting channels concerns the di�culty in carrying out e↵ec-

tive communication through distributors, taking into consideration all the complex-

ity described above, and having a consistent line of services among directly operated

channels and retailers (EB, MC):

“Another challenge is the communication through our wholesalers, because when you

communicate on your website, on your Instagram, you talk directly to your final con-

sumer. But when you sell your product through a wholesaler, you can’t control how

the message is conveyed to your consumers. So, you don’t know if what you are doing

ever comes to them. If they buy through our retailers, will they even know we o↵er

take-back options?”(EB)

6.2.3 Challenges impacting Infrastructure Management

When focusing on the challenges encountered at the key partners’ level, participants

reported three main ones: challenges into persuading suppliers and producers to align

with the company’s e↵orts towards CE, di�culties in accessing key partners for suc-

cessful implementation and di�culties in aligning with a vast array of di↵erent CE

requirements and definitions.

Starting from the first, the interviewees reported that sometimes they have faced

situations in which their e↵ort as one of the actors in the value chain was jeopardised

by minor actions committed by other stakeholders (EB, MC, SK):

“Then the final one is the challenge in aligning with all the actors that you have in

your supply chain, because now you are committed to do this. But this doesn’t imply

that all the other people that you collaborate with are on the same page. One thing

that we are trying to do right now, but it’s hard because it’s again with the third-party

suppliers, is to deal with factory o↵cuts. We would like all our biodegradable leather

o↵cuts to be biodegraded. But they are just picked up by this giant facility that re-

cycles leather, and they’re grounded up to be made into a downgraded product. And

we can’t specify that the factory will separate and compost them because there is no

infrastructure in place.”(MC)
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Additionally, interviewees pointed out the di�culty they have in getting access to

both partnerships with key suppliers of innovative materials, due to exclusive agree-

ments already in place, as well as with companies who could help them collecting,

sorting, and disposing the take-back garments, due to the limited size of their busi-

ness (EB, KG, LB, LJ, MC, SK). Other times the same kind of limits are encountered

when trying to extend the same circular loops to the small metal components of gar-

ments, which is still impossible due to the limited volumes (AB2, KG).

“For now, there’s still no way for us to actually reuse our own garments into yarn

again, because it’s just not possible to find partners that are interested enough in using

take back as little as we would get. (. . . ) You have to give them an X amount of kilos

in order for them to actually find it relevant to recycle, which means that, again, the

market is not ready for everybody to jump in because we have really limiting volume

requirements.”(SK)

The interviewees shared their reaction to the challenge in accessing strategic suppli-

ers, which consists in investing in and collaborating with smaller realities for material

development (AB1, EB, MC):

“So, we also started investing into making plastic-free materials. We are now collab-

orating with small realities, especially start-ups to develop innovative materials that

are in line with all our values.” (EB)

Moreover, respondents shared their choice of internalising operations that they could

not manage to outsource due to the limited volumes they would need to take care of,

for instance with product disassembling before composting and reuse (EB, MC).

A further di�culty into ensuring strategic collaborations has been raised due to pro-

hibiting cost burdens, for instance, when testing the new materials that the company

is considering to adopt. This issue leads companies to build in-house expertise as a

response (MC):

“We’re focusing on biodegradable and compostable materials. (. . . ) And we found out

that testing in laboratories would be really expensive. To test one material, it would

be from £3000 to £7000. That wouldn’t really be sustainable on a kind of seasonal

basis. So, we decided to take matters into our own hands for now.”(MC)

Concerning their key activities, participants shared challenges in the conflicting forces

entailed in the creation phase. These originate from the tensions rising between their

creative necessities and their new ethical commitment with its practical limits (AB1,
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EB, LB, LJ, MC):

“What usually has the highest complaint rates is when we introduce a new material

that is recycled. Because the quality of the material sometimes doesn’t allow us to do

exactly what we want. (. . . ) As a designer, you find so many constraints that you

might become boring. And that’s the struggle of a designer that has to create thinking

that the product needs to be fully recycled. Today, when you look at what are the option

you have, it’s very hard to make something that stands out (. . . ) But the beauty of

design is that you are always trying to optimise what you have, and more boundaries

sometimes unleash more creativity.”(AB1)

Other times, participants said that when producing, they have been forced to take

necessary compromises that were not in line with their ethical commitment, high-

lighting that sometimes the technological advancement that would allow them to be

as circular as they want, is not available in the market yet. For instance, this could

concern the inability to utilise recycled fibres for specific types of garments or the

underdevelopment of certain biodegradable options that still do not live up the per-

formance of conventional materials (AB1, AB2, JND, LB, MC).

Finally, challenges linked to the take-back activities have been identified in the un-

certainty intrinsic to such practices. Participants expressed the di�culty in planning

ahead what to do with the collected garments, given the fact that they cannot fore-

cast their volume and conditions. Another complication lies in the uniqueness of the

returned items, that makes it hard to operate in the same dynamics of the core busi-

ness, where each item comes in vast quantities (EN, JND, KG, MC, SK). For these

reasons, companies started operating upcycling and reuse initiatives focusing on spe-

cific categories of goods that are stronger compared to others, with the intention to

scale it up to the whole brand’s o↵ering over time (KG, MC, EB).

In terms of key resources, participants expressed challenges at the level of human,

financial, and physical resources. The labour-intensive procedures and the increased

operational complexity connected to the introduction of circular activities are seen

by participants as requiring the allocation of dedicated resources in order to scale-up.

The identification of dedicated human resources does not only concern the opera-

tional workload but also the management of such practices (AB1, JL, JND, KG, LB).

Some of the participants saw their responsibility increasingly focusing on CE activi-

ties’ management, even though their role was originally revolving around other tasks

and projects (EB, JL, MC). The identification and allocation of appropriate human

resources has been described as a bottleneck to fast execution and scale-up (AB1, JL,

JND):
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“So, my role is changing a bit. (. . . ) One thing that we’ve struggled with, and that is

why I got this role now, is where is it anchored in the organisation? In which depart-

ment does it sit? (. . . ) Who is supposed to work on it? (. . . ) So that is why we came

up with this incubator where we can develop, experiment and mature new projects.

We really had a challenge in terms of resources. (. . . ) I was just given sustain-

able business models. But I also do other things (. . . ) and I just didn’t have the time.

So, it’s very low practical resource matter, but (. . . ) that really slowed us down.” (JL)

Interestingly, one of the participants, contrary to all the others, identified a strength

rather than a challenge in the decentralised approach they have in managing their

transition towards circularity (AB2). The respondent described that anyone is re-

sponsible for implementing circular actions within their sphere of control to the point

that not everyone is aligned on the others’ circular step forwards. This set-up was

said to foster the organisational agility of the company (AB2).

Challenges with financial resources come with the lack of a proof-of-concept. For

this reason, interviewees said it is hard to have a proper resource allocation to the

new circular initiatives (JL, JND, LB). Once again, the allocation of dedicated re-

sources is highlighted as an issue:

“You also need to invest in getting the daily operations up. Here is where the struggle

comes because we need resources to develop this area. But we also need to prove the

business model, right? And we will always compete with our own commercial side.

So, if we have one million extra marketing spend, it won’t go to us. Everything comes

down to marketing money. I think the more we invest in putting on the agenda, of

course, we will drive more tra�c, awareness, and sales. But what we need going for-

ward is dedicated resources in terms of marketing and we will need some executional

extra hands in our team.”(JL)

According to the interviewees, the appointment of dedicated resources and the set-up

of the appropriate internal infrastructure seems to be the answer to have a steadier

execution:

“I want to set up an advisory board that can direct us and that the management and

leadership team in GANNI have faith in and listen to, because then it’s an easier way

of getting the resources that you need. So, putting together a highly diverse team of

tech people, entrepreneurial people and of course, sustainability experts to direct us

(. . . ) because then we can get more commitment to do stu↵. So, they don’t always

down-prioritise this compared to other business critical stu↵.” (JL)
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Finally, in terms of physical resources, the main burdens are the already discussed

trade-o↵s in terms of quality and durability when employing circular materials and

the issue in granting the access to such materials. Specifically, respondents raised the

point of the minimum quantities of materials they have to purchase in order to start

adopting new materials (EB, LB, LJ, MC):

“Going back to what’s concerning with suppliers, there are some di�culties with get-

ting the fibres we want sometimes. One thing is that there’s the minimum. We have

to buy a big, big batch. Sometimes we will be able to use that up, but other times it’s

just too big to realistically think we will need it all. Then if you buy it anyway, to

have the right material, you’ll have all that extra material lying around. And is that

sustainable? Do we really want that?”(LJ)

6.2.4 Challenges impacting Financial Aspects

To conclude, the challenges highlighted at the financial aspects’ level concern the

cost dimension and are connected to what has been presented already in the previous

paragraphs. Specifically, the necessity to deal with pricier materials given the fact

that the final price cannot be raised, eventually leads brands in front of the challenge

of operating with smaller margins (AB1, EB, LJ, MC, SK). Additionally, the test-

ing phase, which is covered with increased importance, is described as particularly

expensive for certain practices, for instance for testing the composting features of

new materials (EB, MC). The solution so far identified by respondents is in building

skills in-house, invest in smaller realities to deliver innovation with joint e↵orts and

commission and co-develop change with current partners (EB, MC).



Chapter 7

Discussion

The purpose of the current chapter is threefold, ultimately and eventually providing

an answer to the thesis’ research questions. First, the study’s results, presented in

Chapter 6, are organised in a framework to facilitate the reader in grasping the entirety

of a multitude of findings. Secondly, the so visualised findings are connected and

compared with the existing theory on BMs, BMI, CBMs, and CBMs in the fashion

industry to further develop the meaning of the results and illuminate them with

academic literature on the topic. Lastly, a thoughtful series of managerial implications

for fashion companies are elaborated on the basis of the first two points.

7.1 Framework and theoretical implications

As presented in Chapter 6, the findings of this research revealed some of the BM

implications and challenges faced by fashion companies transitioning from a LE to a

CE. For the sake of clarity, the most relevant ones have been summarised in a frame-

work that places them into the BM’s pillars formulated by Osterwalder (2004). This

summary is presented in Figure 7.1, which assists the visual representation of the

connection to the di↵erent academic fields that this thesis taps into, 1) BM and BMI,

2) CE, and 3) the fashion industry. To start, the results emerged from this research

verify the literature stance according to which BMs and BMI are concepts connected

to value creation and are indeed proved to facilitate a development in the way value

is perceived, generated, delivered, and eventually captured (Osterwalder & Pigneur,

2010; Richardson, 2005; Teece, 2010). As a matter of fact, these arguments are found

valid also in the fashion industry, and BMI in the form of transition to CBMs is

demonstrated to produce incremental value. As generally observed by Wells & Seits

(2005), companies, even in the specific case of fashion brands approaching circular

strategies, are incentivised to implement radical change not only to their o↵er but in a

more spread way that influences the whole organisational set-up. Consistently, it has
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been reported that the evolution does not only entail changes to the products, but to

the whole business structures (AB1, JND, EB, EN). Additionally, all the respondents

demonstrated that the alteration brought into one of the BMs’ components leads to

direct mutation of several other components. For instance, the innovation brought

into the companies’ value propositions through the introduction of CE principles di-

rectly impacts all the other elements of the businesses, as they consequently have to

engage with their customers in di↵erent ways, they need to ensure access to di↵erent

key resources and partners, and they are impacted at the level of their key activities

and financial aspects. Vice versa, the introduction of new circular activities and ways

of performing core activities is demonstrated to impact the value proposition, the

relationship with customers and partners and the structure of key resources.

Moreover, in line with general BMs studies, this research validates that the appli-

cation of new logics, in this case circular principles, disrupts the whole way business

is done, and gets incorporated not only into the product o↵ered but also in the

BM infrastructure, to finally pave the way for BMI (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010;

Richardson, 2005; Teece, 2010). In the current context, the BMI takes place towards

CE. Here, the results support Todeschini et al.’s (2017) theory that the approach to

CBMI in the fashion industry tends to be di↵erent for “born-sustainable” and “born-

conventional” companies. Starting from the assumption that none of the case compa-

nies can be considered as an industry incumbent characterised by resources rigidity,

the pattern of di↵erent approaches still emerged. Even though experimentation and

trial-and-error pilots connotate the transitioning experience of all case companies,

this study shows that the more cautious and localised trials happen indeed for the

“born-conventional” firms. In their cases, the adoption of CE practices often hap-

pens through incremental innovation (Pal & Gander, 2018; Todeschini et al.’s, 2017).

These firms usually start experimenting with strong products or product categories

which are particularly resonating with CE principles and then progressively extend to

more considerable parts of the business. In relation to this, this study highlights the

additional complexity of these companies’ innovation towards CE, as they approach

it within limited projects, such as isolated upcycled collections, with the intention to

make standard operating procedures of these new practices over a longer period of

time. In order to do so, proofs of concept, financial resources and support from the

core business are fundamental (AB1, JND, LB). The process becomes more critical

for companies tightened to a stronger legacy, as experimentation and innovation need

to be undertaken as “backstage work” to safeguard the brand heritage (EB).
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Figure 7.1: BM implications & challenges framework
(*CE activities included: repair, maintain, upgrade, reuse, remanufacture, and recycling)
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Summing up, in accordance with Bocken et al. (2016) and Hvass (2016), this re-

search shows that the application of new principles at the product’s as well as at the

BM’s level to facilitate systematic change holds even in the specific case of companies

applying CE thinking in the fashion industry. In particular, the research participants

voiced Bocken et al.’s (2013) and Lüdeke-Freund’s (2010) arguments according to

which successful implementation of CE principles in fashion can only happen through

major changes in production and consumption dynamics, and more generally to the

BMs. The research demonstrates that, for CE initiatives to be successfully imple-

mented, their proper integration in the BM is fundamental to obtain support from

core functions and dedicated resources to make them commercially viable and sus-

tainable over time (AB1, EB, JND, LB, LJ, MC).

Following Hansen et al.’s (2021) terms, the fashion companies in the study deploy

a series of circular strategies to guide the establishment of CBMs, namely repair,

maintain, upgrade, reuse, remanufacture and recycling, in order to narrow, slow and

close their resources loops (Bocken et al., 2016). Additionally, as argued by Bocken et

al.’s (2014) and Pedersen et al. (2019), all the case companies are applying multiple

SBMs archetypes to enhance their potential to fully transition to CBMs. However,

the adoption of such CBMs implies certain consequences at a BM level, which will be

laid forth in the following paragraphs.

7.1.1 BM implications

This study identifies the implications at the BM’s pillars level faced by fashion com-

panies running circular activities, as summarised by Figure 7.1.

The implications emerged at the product & service level allow to develop Hvass’s

(2014) stance according to which the adoption of CE practices requires the rethinking

of companies’ value proposition. This study confirms the argument for the case of

“born-conventional” brands. However, when focusing on “born-sustainable” compa-

nies the observation is not completely accurate. It is here indeed demonstrated that

the introduction of circular activities is rather seen as a way to further develop a com-

plete and consistent value proposition that holistically resonates throughout every as-

pect of the business. Instead of a reworked value proposition, “born-sustainable” com-

panies experience a natural improvement of their original value proposition, through

the introduction of circular activities.

At the level of the customer interface, this study highlights how the application

of CE principles and activities entails the reset of customer interactions around cir-

cularity, authenticity and transparency, the crucial focus on customer education and
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community building activities, as well as the redesign of companies’ distribution chan-

nels. The study argues that the introduction of CE activities requires a much more

active commitment from the consumer side and therefore fosters brands to concep-

tualise new platforms integrating their core o↵er with the new circular services in

order to improve and simplify the customer experience (e.g.: integrated platforms for

rental, resale and take-back systems).

Concerning the infrastructure management, the key implications pointed out here

are twofold. First, at the level of the key activities, the application of CE principles

often leads to the adoption of design for circularity techniques, aimed at limiting the

resources consumption, prolonging the life of the garment, enabling disassembling as

well as eventually recycling. It has been shown how approaching CE within the design

domain highly impacts the designers’ creativity, as the whole creative process gets dis-

rupted from material sourcing to prototyping to resonate with the new circular goals.

The design process is no longer driven solely by the creatives’ stimuli and inspirations,

but also by strict limits and considerations regarding the items’ maintenance and end-

of-life. When transitioning to CBMs, inspiration and creative freedom, that used to

come second to nothing, are now restricted by the reduced number materials that

can be sourced, the technical limits imposed by such materials, and by the designs

themselves that must now resonate with circular logics. Therefore, rising tensions

between freedom and external limitations in the creative process have been found.

Interestingly, in line with Rosso’s (2014), this research challenges the assumption

that constraints are automatically hindering creativity. Instead, it is demonstrated

that companies and teams sitting in the right environment for grasping opportunities

while facing limitations, can benefit creatively from these constraints. To di↵erent

extents, depending on companies being “born-sustainable” or “born-conventional”,

participants raised the challenge initially posed by their new commitment, which

prevented them from continuing to run their core operations as traditionally done.

However, given the establishment of circular targets, innovative companies can find

freedom in the new constraints:

“It’s a bit restricting. But in a way, it’s a more exciting design challenge because

it makes you think in new ways. (. . . ) I think it’s about being innovative with the

materials that are available and kind of thinking out of the box.” (MC)

“Design is always a challenge. (. . . ) You have boundaries in budget, (. . . ) boundaries

in terms of what the consumer might accept. So, the beauty of design as a profession

is that you are always trying to optimise what you have and, actually, more bound-

aries sometimes unleash more creativity. So, I honestly don’t think that the business

model is going to be compromised because of circularity.” (AB1)
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On the other hand, the introduction of circular activities sometimes requires brands

to start directly performing some new non-conventional operations, such as repairs or

even product dismantling and upcycling. In line with what discussed above regarding

innovation spreading to one BM’s block to another, this new set of activities that

fashion companies necessitate to get accustomed with, leads to an in-house develop-

ment of new skills - whenever it is not optimal or even not possible at all to externalise

new operations or, alternatively, to the establishment of new strategic partnerships.

Secondly, this research shows that the implications at the key partners level are

of fundamental importance. Indeed, committing to the execution of circular activi-

ties requires companies not only to operate according new and stricter criteria, but

also to implement brand new structures that were not in place before. This is often

connected to the necessity to get involved with practices that are so distant to the

activity of fashion brands that it becomes simply impossible to succeed in putting a

CBM in place without the aid of external partners specialised in the secondary activi-

ties related to circular systems. In this situation, the right partner can unlock critical

assets for fashion brands’ successful transition to CE by taking care of the activities

that are completely unrelated to the core of the fashion industry. It is therefore cru-

cial to understand whether the existing partners can support companies with their

new needs or whether it is necessary to establish new partnerships. In the first case,

the collaboration on circular activities deepens the relationship with partners, who

become key factors for transition especially during testing phases or for the develop-

ment of new products, services, and systems. Other times, companies are forced to

substitute their existing partners and search for new ones who can facilitate their evo-

lution. The establishment of new partnerships is not only the case for more innovative

suppliers or producers, but also for new kinds of collaborations that revealed particu-

larly crucial for CBMI. Among these we have more creative relationships with artists

or external designers specialised in upgrading and upcycling, but also others with

consultants, organisations and institutions that assist brands in the critical phases of

concept developing and monitoring. Actually, it is demonstrated here that companies

themselves recognise that it is fundamental to closely collaborate with experts of the

field who can provide them with the necessary guidelines (AB1, EB, JL, JND, KG,

MC). Finally, it is argued that strategic partnerships have the potential to rapidly

grant companies the expertise in business sectors which are external to their original

domain. The right collaboration with a “front-runner” (JL) company becomes a less

costly and a less risky way of testing new activities, get noticed in a new stream of

services and activities, obtain awareness, and learn from the best in class (AB1, EB,

JL, JND, LB, MC).
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7.1.2 BM challenges

As introduced in Chapter 2, several authors already looked at barriers for CBMs,

such as Guldman et al. (2020), Linder et al. (2017), Rizos et al. (2016), and Vermunt

et al. (2019) among others. Some of these authors, such as Jia et al. (2020), Pal et

al. (2019) and Todeschini (2017), even focused on the ones faced by fashion brands

approaching SBMs or CBMs. However, none of them analysed such challenges from

a BM perspective.

At the level of the product & service, di↵erent tensions emerging from the union

of CE principles and the core brands’ values have been recognised as challenges. As

pointed out by Todeschini (2017), during the design phase, decisions concerning the

product appearance are made. This study highlights the trade-o↵ between aspira-

tional designs and circular product development, as sometimes the technical limits of

the new production methods and materials make it complicated to maintain the char-

acterising aesthetics that constitute the essence of every fashion brand. The tension

is even more salient in the case of a luxury brand, where the feeling of preciousness

and refinement cannot be anyhow sacrificed for the employment of circular logics,

that must not be perceived at the consumer’s eyes (EB, MC). The second tension at

the value proposition level arises between the adoption of innovative materials and

the quality and durability of the final products, as also detected by Guldman et al.

(2020), Jia et al. (2020) and Todeschini (2017). This research argues that this second

tension particularly challenges those companies who were “born-sustainable” as they

operate around core values embodied by classic and timeless garments able to survive

time and trends (AB2, JND, KG). To cope with the described challenges, brands are

increasingly focusing on experimenting and testing, they perform case-by-case evalu-

ation, they try to ensure strategic partnerships with innovative players or, whenever

not possible, invest in co-creation of innovative solutions with smaller suppliers and

developers. Nevertheless, companies are still sometimes forced to compromise on their

circular ethics in order to safeguard identity and quality. In this regard, this study

vouches for the fashion industry players’ belief that technological advancement is still

not able to live up their necessities and facilitate a smooth transition of the system

towards CE. This determines, among other factors, their incremental approach to

innovation, according to which circular principles are progressively extended to more

products as soon as it is technically possible to do so, while respecting product qual-

ity, durability, and aesthetics.

At the customer interface level, challenges emerge in relation to communication,

customer interest, market readiness, and channels set-up. While di↵erent authors

already pinpointed barriers lying in the lack of customer interest (Pal et al., 2019;
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Vermunt et al., 2019), very limited are the contributions identifying challenges in

communicating with consumers. Todeschini et al. (2017) highlight that one poten-

tial cause of failure for SBMs is that a considerable share of consumers struggles in

recognising the benefits of sustainable fashion products. On the other hand, paradox-

ically, a niche of consumers already oriented towards sustainability holds excessive

expectations towards businesses’ action (Todeschini et al., 2017). The findings here

are aligned with Todeschini et al.’s (2017) position, but also demonstrate that ad-

ditional challenges are grounded in the misconceptions existing around the concept

of circularity and in the di�culty of communicating complex notions to an audience

characterised by really diverse levels of knowledge on the topic. Moreover, the authen-

ticity and transparency line adopted when communicating on CE topics, summed with

the niche part of the audience that is increasingly more opinionated, expose brands

to the fear in ending up with a greenwashing problem when committing in customer

education activities.

Secondly, challenges in the market readiness and in the limited di↵usion of consumers

behavioural change are identified. This becomes particularly critical considering that

some circular activities and features, such as repairs and take-back systems, require

a much more active involvement of the consumer. Thus, it is demonstrated that,

without the appropriate buy-in and collaboration from the consumer side, CBMs can

hardly succeed. As of today, fashion companies are coping with these challenges once

more through an increased focus on customer education, but also with the establish-

ment of reward systems, as well as through the conception of circular initiatives that

are easy to use and visualise and that are fully integrated within the system of core

products and services (AB1, EB, EN, JL, JND, MC).

Finally, the struggle experienced in ensuring a homogeneous o↵er throughout dif-

ferent types of challenges and across geographically dispersed business domains is

highlighted. This happens because circular activities – for instance repairs, resell and

take back – are generally easier to perform through physical touchpoints. Hence, to

be scaled-up online and throughout the entirety of the geographical markets served,

careful considerations are needed so not to jeopardise the principles at the core of

CBMI. Therefore, companies have challenges with the original distribution structure

that results outdated and unable to facilitate the new set of circular activities. Com-

panies are thus reconsidering their distribution channels set-up to establish regional

hubs for unlocking a less centralised flow of operations, or to dispose for new tem-

porary or permanent physical point of sales. In other cases, brands engage in the

creation of new digital infrastructures that were not in place before.

In terms of infrastructure management, this study reveals challenges impacting all

the three BM blocks included. Starting with the key activities, challenges caused by
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the unpredictability in volume, quality and timeliness of returns are identified, ulti-

mately complicating the performance of reuse, resell, upcycle and recycle activities

(Guldman, 2020; Linder et al., 2017; Pal et al., 2019; Todeschini et al., 2017). More-

over, as already introduced and as also noticed by Linder et al. (2017), sometimes

companies struggle in extending CE principles to the entirety of their products and

services due to product categories restrictions. This is once more connected to the

slow technological development that forces brands to necessary compromises.

Remarkable di�culties are encountered also at the key partner’s level. As ob-

served by Vermut et al. (2019), the lack of appropriate partners, that leads to cir-

cular materials scarcity, has been detected. In addition to this, the study stresses

that the exclusive agreements that strategic suppliers have with industry incumbents

and the minima requirements that both raw materials suppliers and companies pro-

viding take-back, sorting and recycling activities have, can compromise a successful

transition towards CE. On the other hand, it is underlined that the di�culty encoun-

tered when trying to spread the change throughout the value chain, which is impeded

by the resistance found at the suppliers’, producers’, and distributors’ level. As a

solution to those challenges, companies are reviewing their partnerships’ structure,

launching collaborations with more innovative partners, or investing whenever pos-

sible in products and service development with smaller companies to get alternative

access to materials and services. However, it has been demonstrated here that the

market infrastructure is still not suitable for SMEs’ successful transition due to their

relatively limited volumes.

Finally, threefold challenges at the key resources level have been discovered. In

line with Guldman et al. (2020), Jia et al. (2020) and Linder et al. (2017), the lack

of technical expertise, knowledge, standards, and guidelines has been identified as a

challenge preventing a smooth evolution of fashion companies. On top of this, the

research identifies the need of the not-yet-available standard operating procedures,

predefined performance metrics and best in class examples to follow as an additional

limit. Secondly, it is shown how the allocation of circular responsibilities to a specific

department is perceived by companies as a critical task. The consequent late appoint-

ment of dedicated human resources is proved to considerably slow down transitioning

times in a context where time is of the essence (AB1, JL, JND). Finally, allocating

dedicated financial resources to circular activities has proven to be a challenge, as

they are still in need of a proof of concept and are still not approached as a core

component of the business.

To conclude, in line with Guldman et al. (2020), Jia et al. (2020), and Vermunt
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et al. (2019), challenges have been detected at the level of the financial aspects in

the limited profitability of circular activities and in the higher costs related to the

performance of circular activities or the performance of conventional activities with

a circular mindset. This leads company to undergo a hit on the margins that not

everyone can bear.

7.1.3 From organisational to ecosystem considerations

At this point, after a more detailed discussion of the most salient implications and

challenges connected to the introduction of circular activities by fashion SMEs, the

reader is provided with a clear overview of what companies have to go through when

transitioning from LE to CE. Additionally, a glimpse of the current approaches and

solutions adopted in this specific context by companies has been o↵ered. Specifically,

drawing the conclusions of what has been presented in terms of challenges, it might

be clear now that fashion companies are facing di�culties within both the internal

as well as with the external environment. What might also become clear is that,

whether internal barriers are progressively being tackled by companies, most of the

challenges related to the external environment are still hard to solve and therefore

constitute a severe bottleneck for successful implementation of CE principles within

the fashion industry system. Take the example of the introduction of design for cir-

cularity practices. At first, this might generate misalignment within the organisation,

given the technical limits entailed and the tensions arising in connection to them.

As its consequence, design teams are required to considerably disrupt conventional

ways of working for some future results that are not tangible yet. However, circular

design trainings, values shared throughout the organisation, as well as management

commitment can act upon the initial misalignment. On the other hand, fundamental

problems lie in the limited control and influence fashion companies have on suppliers,

producers, regulators and even consumers.

As a matter of fact, the current study demonstrates that challenges involving

external stakeholders are the ones that, as of today, tend to remain without a solution.

The final stance which this research culminates with aligns with a recent development

of CE studies within the business domain, that looks at the phenomena from the

broader perspective of the circular ecosystem (Hansen et al., 2021; Konietzko et al.,

2020). At the basis of this more recent study line there is the argument that the

value maximisation of material resources and the minimisation of waste that are at

the essence of circularity are properties of a system rather than of individual products

and services (Adams et al., 2016; Ceschin et al., 2016). This thesis focused on both

product innovation and BMI, in order to simultaneously consider the new products

and services created and marketed as well as the development of value proposition,
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value creation, and value capture mechanisms of fashion organisations. On the other

hand, the recent progress in CE literature takes the line of thoughts of the present

study one step forward, by noticing that a successful transition to CE requires not only

product and BM innovation, but also ecosystem innovation (Konietzko et al., 2020).

Ecosystem innovation is indeed deemed essential for changing the way a set of actors

– in this case, companies and their network of suppliers, producers, service providers,

regulators, but also end-consumers – connect with each other for the achievement of a

common goal (Kalmykova et al., 2018; Talmar et al., 2020). As a final conclusion, an

agreement with this recent academic position is reached, as it argues that a perspective

encompassing all the actors involved in the value chain is necessary for the realization

of a CE in the fashion industry. Indeed, in line with Hansen et al. (2021), this

thesis shows that the establishment of a cyclic flow within a fashion company does

not ensure an extended circular outcome. Despite all the e↵orts and the remarkable

progresses made at the organisation level, this study voices the participants’ collective

opinion that argues the necessity of systematic movement for successful outcomes of

CBMs. In principle, as also demonstrated by the case studies, companies can extend

their activities towards other stages of the value chain that were not originally part

of the business. This implies that, in addition to their original role, companies might

end up playing other roles in circularity (Hansen et al.; 2021). However, even though

this type of individual innovation is important, “circular solutions usually cannot be

successfully implemented by a firm alone, even when high degrees of vertical integration

are pursued” (Hansen et al.; 2021, p.4). This research hence not only stresses the

importance of partnerships, as already discussed, but also of the consistent BMI

movement of the di↵erent actors within the circular ecosystem. It is also demonstrated

that misalignment along the value chain (both up and downstream) can vanish all

the great e↵ort put at the company level. Additionally, scarcity of key partners,

slow technological improvement or restricting volume requirements can dramatically

reduce the chances for a fashion SME to implement a fully circular loop. The reduced

interest and familiarity with the circularity concept from the consumer side, together

with the lack of maturity of regulation bodies, industry policies and standards are

further limiting companies’ action. As a consequence, for companies to finally solve

their critical challenges at the external environment level and for CBMs to fully

unleash their potential, this study argues that ecosystem innovation is fundamental

even in the fashion industry. These final considerations are ultimately supported by

Schaltegger et al. (2016), who raised the point that the individual action of SMEs

is often hampered by their limited influence on the market. In a context that is not

made for small players yet, SMEs are not only prevented from a successful, smooth,

and di↵used transition, but are also forced to compromise on their sustainable values

on multiple occasions.
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7.2 Managerial Implication

Given the nature of the researched phenomenon, the managerial implications of this

study are relevant for companies transitioning from a LE to a CE scheme, particularly

within the fashion industry. After discussing the theoretical contributions of this the-

sis, the following focuses on the more practical ones to provide some recommendations

to companies that intend to embark on this path.

First, companies intending to adopt CE principles should go beyond product in-

novation and focus on a broader BMI. As argued throughout the whole development

of this thesis, BMI is the critical means that allows to restructure value proposition,

value creation, and value capture mechanisms to fully leverage on the innovations

brought at the product and service level. A mere focus on the latter is not enough to

successfully implement CE principles within an organisation, as also demonstrated by

several studies on the topic (Bocken et al.’s, 2013; Lüdeke-Freund’s, 2010). On a more

practical level, this also reflects into the integration of circular products, services, and

activities within the core business. As demonstrated, the support from core functions

and the prompt allocation of dedicated resources are fundamental for making circular

activities commercially viable and sustainable over time. This is undoubtedly compli-

cated by the critical task of finding the right space within the organisation for the new

stream of circular activity, combined with natural di�culty in assigning significant

resources to non-core activities or to something that still comes without a tangible

outcome. However, once the decision to innovate towards the realisation of a CBM

has been made, it should be kept in mind that the lack of meaningful connections of

circular initiatives to all the BM components can dramatically delay successful im-

plementation. The degree of complexity introduced by CE principles within a fashion

company requires the appointment of a dedicated team or figure who can take on key

responsibilities such as developing a strategy for circular activities that is consistent

with the overall corporate strategy, setting the direction, monitoring the execution,

ensuring the right guidance and knowledge is provided, as well as securing financial

resources and key partners.

Secondly, as concluded in the previous section of this chapter, ecosystem inno-

vation is the final step required for the complete achievement of CE in the fashion

industry. Hence, the successful results obtained at the individual level are surely an

important component of the equation, but cannot be considered enough for the end

result. Even though companies alone do not have the power to generate innovation at

the environmental level, there are some actions that can be taken at the organisation

level to facilitate the di↵usion of innovation to a broader spectre. As previously ar-

gued, the establishment of CE logics within a company does not imply the automatic
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extension of a closed circular loop that includes the whole upstream and downstream

value chain. Therefore, companies in the process of innovating should exert their

influence on consumers, provide them with the necessary knowledge on the topic and

facilitate a change in consumer behaviour through the development of solutions that

are easy to understand and especially easy to consume. This requires devising a focal

strategy for customer education activities, as a consumer that does not understand

the notion of CE or that does not perceive her own benefit in engaging in circular

activities will not allow for a downstream closure of the loop. Secondly, simple, intu-

itive, and interactive service-o↵er-dynamics are deemed essential to foster customer

engagement in circular activities, which are still often perceived as something hard to

grasp or that would require excessive e↵ort from the consumer side. For instance, this

can be realised with the establishment of an integrated platform that pulls together

all the di↵erent ways to consume the goods o↵ered by the company (buy new, buy

second-hand, rent). The same platform should incorporate the functionalities that

allow the access to the services developed for successive phases of the items’ life, such

as repair, resell, recycle, upcycle, and downcycle.

On the other hand, this study suggests that strategic partnerships can make in-

dividual actors the true promoters of significant change towards CE in the fashion

industry. Therefore, companies should not only approach collaborations as the key

tool to master domains that fall outside their sphere of expertise, but as a way to join

forces for the collective achievement of a goal that is too ambitious for any of them

taken singularly. It has already been discussed that the establishment of partnerships

with innovative suppliers and service providers or, alternatively, the investment in

smaller realities for the co-development of ad-hoc solutions are among the answers

for many of the challenges faced during CBMI. What should be added to this is the

fundamental importance that partnerships among peers can have in such contexts.

Indeed, as also collectively voiced by many of the respondents, a relevant share of the

challenges highlighted by this study originates from the fact that the general infras-

tructure of CE in fashion, as of today, does not facilitate SMEs to navigate within it.

As once again shared by the respondents, consistent requests to suppliers and pro-

ducers coming from di↵erent companies in terms of innovative materials or circular

production modalities could facilitate the di↵usion of CE principle to the upstream

part of the value chain. As another example, a pull of SMEs collectively approaching

companies taking care of take-back and handling services could overcome the problem

laying in the minimum quantities required by such companies. Therefore, many dif-

ferent SMEs are struggling with common problems and might find common benefits

in aligning their direction and establishing multi-stakeholders’ agreements.
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Conclusion

This thesis started from the fact that a global transformation in the modern econ-

omy’s functioning is crucial to tackle the major crisis faced by Planet Earth and

humankind. In this context, businesses hold the power to initiate and di↵use trans-

formation towards a more sustainable future. Academia, institutions, and regulators

identified the introduction of CE principles within the businesses’ domain as a lever

for companies to facilitate the achievement of this impelling goal. However, for this

to succeed, companies need to drastically revolutionise their BM to allow circular

innovation to fully unleash its potential. Specifically focusing on the fashion industry,

one of the most polluting in the world, despite the widely investigated benefits and

opportunities, limited progresses can still be observed in this direction and most of

the companies are still not compatible to capitalise on the opportunities that circular

economy entails.

Therefore, the purpose of this thesis was to investigate the reason of such a slow

transition to circularity within the fashion industry. Given their nimbleness and

propensity to innovate, SMEs approaching circular economy have been selected as

the unit of analysis for this study, while the organisational concepts of BM and BMI

provided a framework for the analysis. To shed light on how the introduction of cir-

cular principles a↵ects the existing BM of fashion companies, a qualitative multiple

case study with 8 case companies implementing di↵erent circular activities has been

conducted. The final aim was to highlight the implications for businesses transition-

ing towards a CE, the challenges hampering di↵used CBMI and finally to provide

some guidance for companies committing to this path.

Consistently, the investigation brought forward provided the answer for the first

research question: what are the BMs implications for fashion firms transitioning from

LE to CE?
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The findings indeed report that, at the level of products & services, companies ex-

perience a natural development of their original value proposition towards a more

complete o↵er. Moving to the customer interface, this study shows that companies

need to place special emphasis on educating a customer that now assumes a key role

for a successful circular transition, as well as on the establishment of new distribution

channels, intuitive integrated platforms, and reverse logistic systems. Following, it

is demonstrated that the approach to circular principles implies disruption of tradi-

tional design and sourcing activities, heavy impact on creativity, necessity to raise

and allocate appropriate financial and human resources as well a particular cruciality

of strategic partnerships. Finally, at the level of the financial aspects, this research

highlights implications such as the burden of undertaking break-even activities, ris-

ing costs, margins reduction, but also the opportunity to reduce development costs

because of the new circular mindset that production draws on.

Secondly, the study provided an answer to the second research question: what are

the BMs challenges for fashion firms transitioning from LE to CE?

The first challenges, encountered at the level of products & services, lie in the tensions

between the limits introduced by circularity and aspirational aesthetics and values,

in the trade-o↵ between the circular production practices and products’ quality and

durability, as well as in the di�culty to consistently extend new practices and logics to

carryover products. At the customer interface level, companies encounter di�culties

in operating with customers prior to their actual behavioural change, in dealing with

clear communications and in scaling-up the business geographically and digitally. Re-

garding infrastructure management, companies face challenges in aligning throughout

the value chain, accessing strategic partners and resources and planning, given the

uncertainty of take-back activities. Additionally, tensions arising between conflicting

forces – namely traditional design activities, new ethical commitments, and related

practical limits, together with a slow technological development force companies to

get to necessary and suboptimal compromises. Finally, companies struggle to fully

prioritise circular initiatives, which still compete with the core business in terms of

resources allocation; the following late appointment of appropriate resources is demon-

strated to be a considerable bottleneck to development and scale-up. To conclude,

the challenges preventing a smooth di↵usion on CE within fashion at the financial

level concerns the inability for all business to a↵ord the implementation of break-even

activities and the sustainment of activities while taking a hit on the margins.
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8.1 Contributions

By digging deeper into the phenomena in analysis, the present thesis o↵ered several

contributions. First, it closed the identified research gap and extended the knowledge

on CBMs within the fashion industry. This has been done by focusing on SMEs,

which were not yet covered with extensive attention in the specific field of research.

The academic conversation is therefore improved thanks to the original combination

of CE stream, the BM and BMI concepts and the fashion industry context on which

this thesis was framed around. Particularly, by drawing on the answers provided to

the two research questions, this thesis connected with a very recent academic position

by arguing that a wider perspective, encompassing all the actors involved in the value

chain, is necessary for the actual realisation of a CE in fashion. Accordingly, given

the complexity that transitioning companies have to navigate through, collaboration

is the final asset that can pave the way to successful BMI and constitute the first

step forward to an ecosystem innovation. Secondly, this research holds managerial

relevance. Fashion companies are faced with the urgent need to incorporate circular

principles within their BM and, as also proved by the slow transition observed in

practice, are severely hampered in doing so. Therefore, the analysis of the experience

of companies currently investing in the transition can be a crucial tool for under-

standing, for facilitating future implementation, and for proactive identification of

upcoming challenges. Specifically, the special emphasis placed on the vitality of a

collective approach towards change should motivate businesses to extend their focus

outside the organisational borders and commit to strategic partnerships, collabora-

tions and multi-stakeholders alliances. The final contribution regards institutions,

regulators, and policymakers. As highlighted throughout the whole line of argumen-

tation, fashion SMEs have the power to generate meaningful progresses to change

the prevailing LE logics within the industry. Therefore, their success in embracing

CBMs is a crucial step forward for the general achievement of a more sustainable

future, which should hence be supported. This study pinpoints the enormous bene-

fits that businesses could draw on if institutions, regulators, and policymakers would

provide for financial support, regulations favouring the implementation of circular

activities, and knowledge development (for instance by favouring increased consider-

ation in academia and training opportunities). Finally, essential action is required for

the creation of a system infrastructure for CE development.
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8.2 Limitations and suggestions for future research

Despite its theoretical and practical contributions, this thesis comes with certain

limitations which open new venues for future studies. Particularly salient is the fi-

nal orientation towards ecosystem considerations that, however, only emerged in the

latest steps of the analysis. Future research could investigate the role of di↵erent

companies along the fashion value chain in the industry’s transition towards CE.

Secondly, with the aim to provide a broader set of implications and challenges en-

countered in CBMI, fashion SMEs committing to di↵erent circular initiatives have

been studied. Future works could then focus on a specific circular strategy and o↵er

a more detailed description of the impact that CE has on fashion companies’ BMs.

Finally, regarding the choice of companies, special focus here was placed on fashion

SMEs, due to fashion being one of the most polluting industries in the world and

SMEs being businesses particularly prone to innovation. In order to increase the

generalisability of the results, research with wider samples – for instance including

diverse creative industries or di↵erent categories of companies, ranging from start-ups

to incumbents – are suggested. Lastly, the master thesis scope and the limited access

to fashion houses determined the selection of a medium-sized sample. To enhance the

transferability of the contributions, a bigger sample is recommended.
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