
4. Micro-level analyses

Closing the Loop: A Multi-level Examination of a 
Circular Business Model Deployment

1. Introduction
In an era of escalating environmental concerns and resource scarcity, the 
Circular Economy (CE) has emerged as a promising paradigm. In recent 
years, many academics, policymakers, and practitioners have developed 
strategies to create value through product recovery by reusing, recycling, 
and recovering materials in a product’s production, distribution, and 
consumption stages.  However, a commonly noted research gap is that 
little information exists on the practical side of introducing circular 
business models within real-world supply chains. Therefore, this thesis 
aims to bridge this gap by examining the deployment of a real-world 
circular business model from two perspectives: (1) A macro perspective, 
delving into the broader circular economy landscape, assessing how the 
business model aligns with the current academic landscape on circularity 
within supply chains and how relevant government policies (EU and 
national) incentivise its deployment. . Subsequently, the focus will shift to 
(2) a micro perspective, aiming to connect the established body on Supply 
Chain Collaboration (SCC) and Information Sharing (IS) with the broader 
CE discourse. 

2. Research design
Part I: The Macro Perspective
Part I consists of two analysis. First, an extensive literature study was 
conducted on the emergence of circularity within supply chains. Secondly, 
a policy analysis was conducted, examining both EU and national (i.e. 
Dutch) policies incentivizing firms to transition towards circularity. 
Subsequently, the real-world business model was placed within this 
landscape. 

Part II: The Micro Perspective
Part II moves to the (real-world) firm level. It explores hurdles associated 
with SCC and IS. A particular information stream was examined: Forecast 
information. The analysis aimed to draw lessons from this specific 
information stream that can contribute to a successful deployment of the 
circular business model.  

Part III: Connecting the Dots
While both perspectives have distinct goals, the overarching aim of the 
study is to examine what can be learned by understanding both.
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5. Key Insights

  
1 CE appeals with its framing of solutions to create value

The extensive literature revealed that early research on concepts like 
product recovery date back to the 1990. However, the focus was more 
on minimizing costs and adhering to regulations. In recent years, the CE 
paradigm has shifted this perspectives by framing the same concepts as 
a mean to create value. This is a key element of its appeal. 

2 Policies echo the appeal of value creation
The positive framing has been echoed by EU and national policies. For 
example, the latest CE policy framework presented by the EU in 2020 is 
titled “For a cleaner and more competitive Europe”. This resonates with 
the idea of circularity offering opportunities for value creation and 
competitive advantage.

3 Little attention is given to the “social dimension”
A common critique on both the academic and policy discourse 
surrounding CE is that there is little attention to the “social dimension”. 
While the term “social dimension” is used for various aspects, one 
aspect often neglected is the effect CE has on collaboration dynamics 
between firms. 

5 SCC moves beyond mere operational infrastructures
The micro-level analysis revealed how collaboration and information 
sharing moves beyond operational infrastructures, balancing on social 
aspects like trust. Often, behavioral complexities are luring. While firms 
tend to gravitate towards operational infrastructures, successful 
collaboration also requires attention to social dynamics. 

6 Solutions should be designed with long-term goals in mind
The analysis revealed several options for operational improvements that 
would likely not benefit social aspects like trust. As such, while 
improving operational performance is desired, it should not be achieved 
at all cost. Operational solutions should be carefully designed to not 
undermine the broader long-term goals in mind (in this case, the 
transition to CE).  

4 CE is a collaborative endeavor
Reading the academic literature, policy documents, and even company 
reports, there is no escape in the fact the CE is a collaborative endeavor. 
This is also echoed by the future plans of the EU in their CE policy: 
leverage digitalization. As noted by the EU, digital technologies can aid 
information sharing and collaboration between firms, fostering the 
transition.
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3. Macro-level analyses
Academic literature on:
- The Circular Economy
- Reverse logistics
- Closed-loop Supply Chains
- Circular Supply Chains
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How do circular supply chain models 
compare to traditional linear supply chains 
in fostering organisational sustainability and 
economic value, and how does the Circular 
Business Model fit within this landscape?

What role do government policies and 
funding mechanisms play in supporting the 
deployment of circular supply chains, and 
how does the Circular Business Model fit 
within this landscape?

What lessons can be learned from the 
forecast-sharing process between Company 
X and Company Y, and how can these 
lessons be used to enhance the deployment 
of their circular business model? 

One of the benefits of sharing forecasts is that they can serve as an advanced notification for future orders. 
In this case, the manufacturer forecasts its demand from a supplier, and shares that with that supplier such 
that the supplier can prepare capacity in time. Moreover, in a CE context, it can help the supplier decide on 
how much parts will be newly produced and how much parts will be served with, for example, 
remanufactured parts. However, in such a system, behavioral complexities lure. That is, there is an 
incentive for the manufacturer to inflate the forecast before sharing it with the supplier. As such, the 
supplier will prepare more capacity in favor of the manufacturer. The supplier, on the other hand, knowing 
about this incentive, may approach the shared forecast with a degree of skepticism. As such, the process 
balances on aspects like trust. 

Company X and Y engage in such a forecast-information-sharing process. For future efforts on the Circular 
Business Model, it is important to understand the strengths and weaknesses of the process. Moreover, it 
comprises probably the most extensive information process, so the analysis may reveal broader insights. 
Data from 2022-2024 was used. 

Results of the analysis revealed that one the one hand, expected behavioral complexities were absent.  On 
the other hand, however, accuracy levels of the forecast sender were rather low. For the receiver, therefore, 
it may be tempting to simply ignore the shared forecast. However, if there is anything to be learned from the 
literature, it is that operational solutions should always be designed with the long-term goals in mind. 
Fortunately, results revealed that using the shared information in combination with other information 
sources, such as actual demand levels, yielded the best results. Moreover, this would foster a collaborative 
environment and foster the long-term goals of the collaboration.  

6. Concluding remarks
On the one hand, the results of the analyses from two perspectives in relation to the 
Circular Business Model underscored the potential of CE. It showed how the 
potential for value creation is a powerful incentives for firms to deploy models 
based on product recovery. On the other hand, however it also reaffirmed the 
critiques. The Micro-level analyses revealed the complexities of SCC and IS. More 
research is needed that connects the broader CE discourse with practical 
implementation challanges

Examining the academic literature revealed that concepts like reverse logistics (i.e. getting used products 
into use again) were already popular in the 1990s. However, the focus was more in minimizing costs and 
adhering to regulations and adoption into mainstream business remained lacking. In recent years, CE has 
successfully found appeal in practice by framing its solutions more positively (in a heated waste debate): to 
create value. This is echoed by policy frameworks on EU and national level. For example, the 2020 CE 
Action plan is titled “for a cleaner and more competitive Europe”, resonating with the notion of CE as a 
means to create value. Despite the appeal, the discourse on CE is also subject to some critiques, 
particularly regarding its focus on technical and economic aspects, neglecting, for example, the effect of 
changing collaboration dynamics. Reading the Both academia and policymakers have been subject to this 
critique. 

While the Circular Business Model lacks some aspects usually associated with CE, efforts in creating value 
through product recovery are very much present. 

The Circular Economy:“An industrial system that is restorative or regenerative by intention and design” (EMF, 2013)
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