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INTRODUCTION

Abstract

Transitioning to a circular economy (CE) model has been proposed to solve many
grand environmental challenges. While research on CE has been extensively
reviewed, less is known about the implicit underlying assumptions of this work.
Understanding these assumptions is critical as they typically go unchallenged
yet play a significant role in shaping research fields. In this paper we conduct a
problematizing review to critically analyse and make explicit the in-house, root
metaphor and ideological assumptions that inform the framing of CE. Firstly,
we demonstrate various in-house assumptions about CE, such as an emphasis on
the business case for CE and the relationship between CE and corporate sustain-
ability. Secondly, root metaphor assumptions include circularity and industrial
relationships resembling biological metabolisms. Finally, the dominant ideo-
logical assumptions-neoliberalism and ecological modernization-guide scholarly
thinking about growth, consumption and profit maximization. Based on our
analysis and drawing on the ongoing CE debates within broader environmen-
tal studies, we suggest new agendas for future research. We contribute to the
growing literature on CE in business, management and organization studies
by identifying assumptions that may be misleading or limiting for future CE
research, as well as to the conversations on grand challenges by discussing the
implications of how challenges and solutions are framed.

disciplinary literature on CE, which has attracted much
scholarly attention and several reviews in areas such as CE

Recent business, management and organization (BMO)
research has highlighted the importance of tackling grand
challenges (Howard-Grenville et al., 2019). At the same
time, transitioning to a circular economy (CE) is being
increasingly advocated as a way of solving many grand
challenges (Rodriguez-Anton et al., 2019), including natu-
ral habitat loss, waste from unsustainable production and
consumption, and their implications for life on land and
water (Ripple et al., 2017). The vast range of these complex
challenges has translated into an extensive and inter-

business models (Centobelli et al., 2020; Liideke-Freund
et al., 2018; Pieroni et al., 2019) and the implementation of
CE at different levels (micro, meso and macro) (Ghisellini
et al., 2016) (see Table 1).

However, most of these reviews lack a deeper reflec-
tion on the fundamental assumptions regarding CE. For
instance, CE research has recently been criticized for its
assumptions of continued economic growth and for its
overemphasis on the circle metaphor (Corvellec et al.,
2021). We note that literature reviews shape their fields by
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playing a performative role, simultaneously representing
and synthesizing existing research and intervening in the
field’s research agenda (Gond et al., 2020). Therefore, the
lack of attention to the fundamental assumptions of CE is a
critical omission when reviewing CE and its implications.

Authors conducting literature reviews typically internal-
ize the assumptions inherent to a field while attempting
to provide an objective view of the state of research in
that field (Gond et al., 2020). Like activists, they vocalize
these assumptions as they frame phenomena through aca-
demic publications. However, the underlying assumptions
in these academic publications are rarely made explicit or
evaluated in literature reviews (Merli et al., 2018). As a
result, popular, overexploited scientific concepts become
hegemonic, ambiguous and big concepts (hembigs) with
unclear boundaries (Alvesson & Blom, 2021). CE is one
such concept: it still lacks conceptual clarity (Blomsma
& Brennan, 2017; Korhonen et al., 2018b; Lazarevic &
Valve, 2020), even though it has been the subject of several
reviews. It is vital, therefore, that we lay bare and scrutinize
these assumptions so as to avoid conceptual hegemony and
the risk of CE remaining a short-lived business buzzword.

This paper aims to identify and analyse BMO scholars’
CE assumptions through a problematizing review (Alves-
son & Sandberg, 2020). To do so, we draw on the literature
on assumptions and problematization (Alvesson & Sand-
berg, 2011; Sandberg & Alvesson, 2010). Specifically, we
focus on BMO scholars’ in-house, root metaphor and ide-
ological assumptions in CE research. We find that they
often motivate other scholars and stakeholders through
the in-house assumption that CE would create a busi-
ness case. Regarding the root metaphor assumptions, BMO
scholars’ prognosis for future CE is grounded in the idea
of a circle and industrial relationships resembling bio-
logical metabolisms. Finally, we identify neoliberalism
and ecological modernization as the dominant ideological
assumptions. We explain that these assumptions some-
times restrict BMO scholars and lead them to promote
solutions usually within the market paradigm and through
technological advancements. We then discuss alternative
assumptions that can guide our conceptualizations by
drawing on broader environmental studies and ecologi-
cal economics literature on CE and provide solutions to
what we identified in BMO scholars’ limited or restricting
beliefs.

We contribute to the literature in three ways. Firstly, we
problematize the assumptions embedded in BMO scholars’
CE conceptualizations and propose three research agendas
by (1) emphasizing the limitations of CE models within
business, (2) broadening the perception of agency in CE
and (3) exploring more radical futures for CE. Beyond this,
we demonstrate how CE might risk becoming a hembig
that lacks conceptual clarity. Thus, we contribute to the

growing literature on CE within BMO studies. Secondly,
we demonstrate how Alvesson and Sandberg’s (2020) prob-
lematizing review could be operationalized by focusing
on in-house, root metaphor and ideology assumptions.
By doing so, we also contribute to solidifying this review
approach. Thirdly, in line with other scholars, we posit
CE as a solution to grand challenges and draw atten-
tion to the growing conversation around grand challenges.
We explain how the ways we diagnose these grand chal-
lenges motivate their solutions and the ways we propose
future alternatives for these grand challenges are shaped
by various implicit assumptions. Thus, we contribute to the
literature on grand challenges.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows.
First, we give a brief background overview of CE research,
focusing on previous literature reviews on CE, and intro-
duce our theoretical concepts related to assumptions and
framing. Then, we detail the methodological stages of
the problematizing review process. Next, we explore the
assumptions and insights embedded in BMO scholars’
CE framing. We then problematize these assumptions
and suggest three new agendas for future research by
drawing on CE research from outside the BMO domain.
Finally, we conclude by summarizing the implications and
contributions of this review.

BACKGROUND
Circular economy

Joining others (Corvellec et al., 2021; Sauvé et al., 2016), we
argue that the current linear economic model, character-
ized by wasteful resource use, is the root cause of many
of today’s grand environmental challenges. These include
natural habitat loss, resource scarcity, waste from unsus-
tainable production and consumption patterns, plastic in
oceans and health concerns due to increasing amounts
of waste (Duarte, 2014; Ripple et al., 2017). With these
intersecting problems spreading throughout the world via
global supply chains, the linear economy (LE) can be
considered a ‘societal grand challenge’, defined by Bram-
mer et al. (2019, p. 526) as global issues affecting large
populations across multiple countries and regions.

A common solution proposed for averting the catas-
trophic consequences of linear production and consump-
tion is to transition to a circular economy (CE): ‘an
economic system that is based on business models which
replace the “end-of-life” concept with reducing, alter-
nately reusing, recycling and recovering materials in
production/distribution and consumption processes, thus
operating at the micro level (products, companies and
consumers), meso level (eco-industrial parks) and macro
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level (city, region, national and beyond), with the aim to
accomplish sustainable development, which implies creat-
ing environmental quality, economic prosperity and social
equity, to the benefit of current and future generations’
(Kirchherr et al., 2017, pp. 224-225).

The rapid rise of CE research is reflected in the num-
ber of recent review studies, a selection of which we list
in Table 1, alongside the focus areas and conceptualiza-
tions of CE in each review. Some of the early studies in
the field (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2017)
were concentrated on conceptualizing CE and distinguish-
ing it from other related concepts like sustainability, while
more recent reviews have focused on particular thematic
areas, such as CE business models (Centobelli et al.,
2020; Liideke-Freund et al., 2018), circular supply chains
(Farooque et al., 2019), digital technologies in CE (Awan
et al., 2022) and geographical analyses of CE activity
(Morales & Sossa, 2020; Shao, 2019).

We identified several reoccurring conceptualizations of
CE in the extant reviews. Firstly, some reviews conceptu-
alized CE as an economic system (Kirchherr et al., 2017;
Murray et al., 2017), as a system for eliminating waste
(Farooque et al., 2019; Ferasso et al., 2019) or as a holis-
tic vision that aims to change society as a whole (Calisto
Friant et al., 2020). Others saw CE in more limited terms,
for example, as a bundle of strategies (Centobelli et al.,
2020; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017) or as a concrete and limited
solution to specific problems (Corvellec et al., 2021). Other
definitions of CE hinted at more abstract aims: CE was con-
ceptualized as a strategy for decoupling economic growth
from natural resource use (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Govindan
& Hasanagic, 2018), a mechanism for maintaining material
values (Chen et al., 2020; Morales & Sossa, 2020) or a path
to regeneration (Liideke-Freund et al., 2018; Wastling et al.,
2018).

Despite the wealth of attention paid to the topic, there
is a surprising scarcity of critical work on CE in the
BMO field, aside from several notable articles that have
critiqued the concept based on its lack of clarity, igno-
rance of its limitations and its presumed qualities as a
panacea (Corvellec et al., 2021; Hofmann, 2019; Korhonen
et al., 2018b). In short, it appears that CE is becoming a
hembig, that is, ‘a scientific concept characterized by its
broad scope and ambiguous meanings, which at the same
time, and somewhat paradoxically, through its dominance
crowds out other less fashionable concepts or prevents the
development of a more precise terminology’ (Alvesson &
Sandberg, 2020, p. 3).

On a broader level, these reviews reveal important issues
regarding CE research in the BMO field. There is a general
‘definitional ambiguity’ about CE, which has become an
umbrella concept used to define various circular processes
that may help slow or close material production and con-
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sumption cycles (Murray et al., 2017). Many scholars have
chosen to rely on think tanks such as the Ellen MacArthur
Foundation or public institutions such as the European
Union or United Nations to conceptualize CE rather than
using academic sources or suggesting alternatives. There
are disparities regarding the level of focus in CE research.
While the trend is to conceptualize CE as an (economic)
system, it has also been conceptualized through business-
level activity. We also identified a distinct lack of reviews
attempting to uncover and problematize scholars’ deeper
underlying CE assumptions. We believe this is problem-
atic. As CE is often presented as a grand vision for a more
sustainable future for humanity and the planet, it is surely
necessary to understand the assumptions that guide schol-
ars’ thinking about CE and their framing of CE when
socially constructing this grand vision. Our focus in this
review is therefore on identifying and problematizing these
deeper assumptions behind CE research within BMO.

Assumptions and framing

Our problematization is in two areas: assumptions and
framing. We focused our analysis of CE in existing lit-
erature reviews on three sets of assumptions:' in-house,
root metaphor and ideology (Table 1). In-house assump-
tions ‘exist within a particular school of thought in the
sense that they are shared and accepted as unproblem-
atic by its advocates’ (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011, p. 254).
For instance, we found that certain business concepts,
such as strategy, and underlying notions of efficiency and
business case were shared across many conceptualizations
of CE. Root metaphor assumptions are those ‘associated
with broader images of a particular subject matter’ (Alves-
son & Sandberg, 2011, p. 255). For instance, metaphors
comparing organizations to ecosystems or other natural
phenomena are common in management research (Ritala
& Almpanopoulou, 2017). Ideology assumptions include
‘various political, moral-, and gender-related assumptions
held about the subject matter’ (Alvesson & Sandberg,
2011, p. 255). For example, management research, even
when focused on sustainability issues, is underpinned by
capitalist ideals (Ergene et al., 2020). Similarly, the CE
conceptualizations identified in Table 1 include ideals of
maintaining a growth-oriented economic system through

1We are aware that there are also other assumptions, such as field and
paradigm. However, we decided to exclude these from our analysis since
tackling field assumptions in the CE context would require evaluating
the whole CE literature, including economics, engineering and BMO.
Our objective is to specifically focus on BMO scholars’ framing of CE.
Similarly, epistemological and ontological paradigm assumptions, while
important, are beyond our scope.
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concepts such as decoupling and focusing on material
values in CE.

Our review process is guided not only by assumptions
but also by theories of framing, as analysing frames helps
us understand how texts can exert the power of a field
(Entman, 1993). Framing ‘involve[s] the ways in which
individuals use language or other symbolic gestures in con-
text either to reinforce existing interpretive frames or to
call new frames into being’ (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014,
pp- 18-19). Entman (1993, p. 55) argues that ‘framing essen-
tially involves selection and salience’ since ‘to frame is to
select some aspects of perceived reality and make them
more salient in the communicating text... to promote a
particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral
evaluation and/or treatment recommendation for the item
described’. Therefore, while there are different types of
framing (e.g., discursive, emotional and metaphorical),
any framing has three core tasks: diagnostic, prognostic
and motivational. Diagnostic framing involves identify-
ing an issue in social life that requires change, aiming to
explain why a problem exists, who or what is to blame
for this issue and whether it should be perceived as good
or bad (Benford & Snow, 2000; Hervieux & Voltan, 2016;
Kwon et al., 2014). Motivational framing ‘provides a call
to arms or rationale for engaging in ameliorative collective
action, including the construction of appropriate vocabu-
laries of motive’ (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 617). Finally,
prognostic framing ‘involves the articulation of a proposed
solution to the problem’ (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 616)
and ‘identification of strategies, tactics and targets—that
is, how the solution should be implemented’ (Hervieux &
Voltan, 2016, p. 284).

In this paper, we shed light on how BMO scholars’
CE-related assumptions guide their diagnostic, motiva-
tional and prognostic framing of CE by following the
problematizing review approach.

METHODS
Problematizing review

This paper aims to identify and analyse BMO scholars’ CE
assumptions through a problematizing review. As opposed
to other review methodologies (e.g., integrative, system-
atic and narrative) that may exacerbate a field’s inherent
assumptions, a problematizing review tries instead to
make these assumptions explicit. Problematizing reviews
take the stance that scholars are not neutral when framing
concepts such as CE and that their assumptions, there-
fore, need further scrutiny. As this methodology fits in
with our research objectives, we thus decided to conduct
a problematizing review (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2020).

We followed four key principles of problematizing
reviews (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2020): reflexivity, read-
ing more broadly but selectively, not accumulating but
problematizing and less is more. The reflexivity principle
requires actively avoiding the reproduction of taken-for-
granted assumptions in the review (Alvesson et al., 2008).
Reading more broadly but selectively requires a careful
screening process that allows a limited number of influ-
ential articles in the review pool while also introducing
articles to study the same phenomena in different fields,
contexts or sub-domains. Researchers should consider
broader texts, ‘either in the immediate neighbourhood
of the targeted domain or more broadly relevant for the
perspectivation of the review domain’ (Alvesson & Sand-
berg, 2020, p. 9). The principle of not accumulating but
problematizing underlines that ‘rather than undertaking
a surface reading of a large volume of available studies,
a deep reading of the foundational texts, and of a mod-
erate number of representative texts of a field, enables
the author to better identify, articulate and challenge
problematic, taken-for-granted assumptions in a specific
domain’ (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2020, pp. 10-11). Finally,
the less is more principle challenges the assumption that a
review should evaluate all articles published within a field.
Instead, it proposes that high-quality studies that reflect
broad and pluralistic views should be reviewed (Alvesson
& Sandberg, 2020).

Review process

Our review process follows the abovementioned princi-
ples and has two stages (see Figure 1). The first stage is
associated with the less is more and not accumulating but
problematizing principles. The aim here is to identify a nar-
row sample of articles on CE within BMO research and
review these with a deeper focus in order to shed light
on implicit assumptions. The second stage is associated
with the reading more broadly and reflexivity principles.
This stage aims to identify CE articles within the broader
fields of environmental studies and ecological economics.
In this way, we consider texts outside the BMO domain,
which helps us problematize the assumptions identified in
the first stage and offer alternatives reflexively by actively
avoiding the taken-for-granted beliefs in the narrower
sample of articles we reviewed in the first stage.

To understand BMO scholars’ inherent assumptions and
CE framing, we first selected and screened articles within
this narrow BMO domain by searching the Web of Sci-
ence and EBSCO databases for the term ‘circular economy’.
While we were aware of the other concepts (i.e., cradle
to cradle) used almost interchangeably with CE (Murray
et al., 2017), we were not interested in the framing of these
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FIGURE 1 Our review process.

concepts; our attention was specifically on the CE con-
cept. Next, we excluded articles outside the BMO scope
by refining them based on the ‘Business’ and ‘Manage-
ment’ Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) categories. We
used the rankings published by the Chartered Association
of Business Schools’ Academic Journal Quality Guide—
CABS list, screened the articles’ abstracts and selected
those that only explicitly referred to CE within the BMO
domain. We used these quality criteria to identify influ-
ential BMO articles that would reveal scholars’ dominant
assumptions and framings. However, we recognized that
there might also be influential CE-related articles with
BMO relevance in multidisciplinary sustainability jour-
nals, which do not necessarily rank high in the CABS list.
The exclusive reliance on journal-specific rankings as a
quality criterion in reviews has attracted criticism in the
past (Tranfield et al., 2003). Therefore, we also screened
articles flagged as ‘Highly cited’ in the Web of Science,
with BMO relevance, and added articles we missed due to
CABS criteria. As a result, in this first stage, we identified
90 articles for review (see Supplementary Appendix C for
details). This narrow sample of CE articles within BMO
studies provided us with the dominant logic that guides
BMO scholars’ CE assumptions and framing.

We then conducted the second stage to problematize
these dominant assumptions by drawing on the broader
CE debates. In the second stage, we searched for ‘circu-
lar economy’ in the Web of Science and Google Scholar,
screened the most influential articles and identified 64 arti-
cles for review. We identified 12 further CE articles for
review through snowballing, that is, from seminal papers

in the review conducted at the first stage. Thus, in the
second stage we reviewed 76 articles from highly interdis-
ciplinary journals (see Supplementary Appendices B and
C for details).

In total, we reviewed 166 articles. Ninety of them (first
stage) were analysed in depth for our review of BMO schol-
ars’ CE assumptions and framing, and 76 (second stage)
were analysed to identify alternative assumptions from
fields outside BMO to guide our problematization and
future research suggestions.

Overview of journals in the review

We observed differences in the journal audiences between
the first and second stages (see Figure 2). In the first stage,
Business Strategy and the Environment published most of
the CE articles we reviewed, followed by the Journal of
Cleaner Production and a special issue by the California
Management Review. In the second stage, the top-cited
influential articles that impacted CE research appeared
in the Journal of Cleaner Production, Resources, Conserva-
tion and Recycling, the Journal of Industrial Ecology and
Ecological Economics.

These trends and authorship patterns showed that many
BMO scholars published CE-related articles in interdisci-
plinary journals. However, aside from a few mainstream
outlets, their works have not featured in highly ranked
BMO journals. On the other hand, many highly cited CE
papers with a BMO focus were published in the Journal
of Cleaner Production. Our observation is similar to that of
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First stage - CE Studies within BMO

International Journal of Production.. .
Industrial Marketing Management
Journal of Business Research
Research Policy
Journal of Business Ethics

Omega-International Journal of..!
Business History

Technological Forecasting and Social..
Other
California Management Review
Journal of Cleaner Production
Business Strategy and the Environment

Second stage - CE Studies in Broader

Environmental Studies

Culture and Organization
Circular Economy and Sustainability
Sustainability
Sustainable Production And..!
Ecological Economics
Resources, Conservation and Recycling
Journal of Industrial Ecology
Other
Journal of Cleaner Production

Nyberg and Wright (2020), who noted a distinct absence of
climate change research within BMO. We observed that CE
research has been scarce in leading journals. Like Wohlge-
zogen et al. (2021), we found that most CE research, even
that of many BMO scholars, was featured in interdisci-
plinary environmental studies journals. As Wohlgezogen
et al. (2021, p. 5) point out, these trends reflect the ‘edito-
rial choices at leading management journals rather than
business school academics’ lack of interest’ in CE. Because
a transition to CE necessitates significant changes in the
economic system, this has important implications for theo-
ries in BMO, such as those about organizational resources,
culture and cognition. Therefore, we suggest that lead-
ing management journals and their editorial teams should
show greater openness towards CE research.

Qualitative coding and data analysis

We decided to code the articles following abductive reason-
ing, ‘a process whereby actors infer and apply implications
from a narrative to their particular context’ (Bartel &
Garud, 2003, p. 330), and used an analytical framework

FIGURE 2 Journal audiences in stage 1 and
stage 2.

20 25

moving back and forth between theory, method and data
(see Figure 1) (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).

The review process was collaborative, guided by the
concepts of assumptions and framing, using the manual
coding features of NVivo 12 Plus. The coding workload
was shared between the authors. Cross-coder reliability
was ensured in two ways. First, codings were cross-
checked for nine articles. Second, we developed an explicit
coding scheme that all coders were to follow (Saldana,
2009), identifying questions to help us code for in-house,
root metaphor and ideology assumptions and diagnostic,
motivational and prognostic framing strategies.

The assumptions and framings were coded separately.
In most cases, the codes overlapped. Thus, the codes could
be analysed further through matrix coding, allowing the
simultaneous coding of assumptions and framing (where
possible). To compare and contrast articles in the first and
second stages, we coded how articles reviewed in the sec-
ond stage differed from those in the first stage and noted
their contributions to our problematization process (see
Supplementary Appendices A and B).

Finally, it is essential to acknowledge that as schol-
ars in the BMO field ourselves, we also bring our own
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assumptions to the research. We support a strong sus-
tainability orientation in which the economic system is
fundamentally embedded into the global biosphere and
society, and believe there is no long-term future for an
economy that fails to deliver environmental and social
sustainability. Therefore, we consider it paramount to scru-
tinize CE assumptions in order to uphold the promise
of sustainability. It is equally essential to broaden the
conversation around the topic to ensure that significant
limitations, boundary conditions, alternative paradigms
and future pathways are not left unconsidered.

REVIEW INSIGHTS

In this section we detail our main findings. They are dis-
cussed according to the three main categories of assump-
tions: in-house, root metaphor and ideology. We also
discuss how each category of assumptions is tied to the
different ways in which BMO scholars framed CE (see
Appendices 1-3 for a summary).

In-house assumptions

As expected, the BMO discipline featured various in-house
assumptions. Mainly, these perspectives aim to extend
existing BMO theorizing to CE as a new context rather
than fundamentally questioning the validity of the under-
lying assumptions of BMO theories in the light of CE. We
identified four in-house assumptions that require further
problematizing: the relationship between CE and corpo-
rate sustainability, the business model focus, business case
thinking and the role of stakeholders.

Assumptions about the relationship between CE and
corporate sustainability (CS) were often associated with
the motivational framing of CE. Here, we observed how
scholars framed CE as a paradigm that would decouple
natural resource use and economic growth (Demirel &
Danisman, 2019; Esposito et al., 2018; Jabbour et al., 2019),
which would also reduce waste generation (Hansen & Le
Zotte, 2019). Some scholars went beyond decoupling to pre-
dict that CE would lead to regenerative systems (Gupta
et al., 2019; Jones & Wynn, 2019) and proactive ecologi-
cal benefits (Genovese et al., 2017) rather than mere harm
reduction. More instrumentally, CE was also predicted
to preserve material values and reduce resource scarcity
(Moktadir et al., 2020; Parida et al., 2019). CE was there-
fore presented as a win-win opportunity in alignment with
business case thinking (Frishammar & Parida, 2019; Gen-
ovese et al., 2017). For these reasons, scholars assumed
that implementing CE-related strategies would contribute
to CS efforts and improve the firm’s sustainability perfor-
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mance (Khan et al., 2020a; Murray et al., 2017). Crucially,
this assumption led to viewing CE as an omnipotent con-
cept that can be applied to all grand challenges (Corvellec
et al., 2020).

Second, scholars assumed that the CE transition will be
built on business model transformation (De Giacomo &
Bleischwitz, 2020; Frishammar & Parida, 2019; Linder &
Williander, 2017). This was particularly evident in prognos-
tic framing, which strongly assumed that business model
change and transformation would bring about broader
systems change (Genovese et al., 2017; Hofmann & Jaeger-
Erben, 2020). This assumption can be problematic if it
ignores the need for change from the other (non-business)
actors that affect the economic system. The assumption
was also linked to the expectation that circular business
models would create and capture economic and environ-
mental value (Centobelli et al., 2020; Ranta et al., 2018;
Unterfrauner et al., 2019).

Alternatively, business model transformation included
pessimistic expectations regarding the future of CE by
identifying the difficulties this future would entail, which
thus informed scholars’ prognostic CE framing. This was
manifest in framing CE as a trendy or alternative business
model (Hazen et al., 2017). Some made the point that while
‘the goal is clear, how to achieve it is not’ (Frei et al., 2020,
p. 1926) and discussed the difficulties of implementing the
CE agenda (Lieder & Rashid, 2016; Rizos et al., 2016). They
noted that businesses must develop extensive knowledge
and capabilities (Garcia-Quevedo et al., 2019; Khan et al.,
2020a; Scarpellini et al., 2020), unlearn existing organiza-
tional routines (Hofmann & Jaeger-Erben, 2020; Urbinati
et al., 2017) and acquire new resources—whether it be
a skilled workforce (Burger et al., 2019), capital for new
investments or technology (Demirel & Danisman, 2019).
Scholars also reported evidence of decoupling means and
ends when it comes to CE initiatives at corporations (Stél
& Corvellec, 2018, 2021).

Assumptions related to business model transformation
also involved predictive framing statements of bringing
a ‘paradigm shift’ (Genovese et al., 2017; Govindan &
Hasanagic, 2018; Gupta et al., 2019), leading to potential
utopian or dystopian futures. Utopian views ranged from
the general, such as the stance of Rajala et al. (2018, p.
41) that ‘all new products must be comprised of exist-
ing or discarded ones’, to the specific, such as the vision
presented by Garmulewicz et al. (2018) which entailed
techno-utopian 3D printing networks that make goods
from locally recycled plastic. A dystopian framing included
the dire consequences for the future if we failed the cir-
cular transition, given the LE’s dominance. For instance,
Confente et al. (2020, p. 431) emphasized that ‘by 2050,
there will be more plastic in the sea than fish’ While
other scholars proposed the transition to CE as a way of
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moving away from this dystopian future, Norris (2019, p.
217) used religious imagery to critique the utopian framing,
calling the shift from ownership to services a ‘transcenden-
tal economy geared towards planetary salvation’ through
which companies ‘can grant themselves absolution’. Nor-
ris (2019) also warned of a potential dystopian future if
we transitioned to CE. In this dystopian CE future, servi-
tization would transfer power to for-profit organizations,
citizens would face major data privacy breaches, consump-
tion would increase and there would be more negative
impacts on the natural environment and society. These
contradictory imaginaries underscore the complexity and
uncertainty of the LE grand challenges and the proposed
CE solutions.

Third, scholars often assumed that technology and
design would play critical roles in enabling the business
case for CE, again associated with CE’s motivational fram-
ing. The efficient use of natural resources was an important
goal of CE technology and design (Frishammar & Parida,
2019; Gupta et al., 2019; Kristensen & Mosgaard, 2020).
Here, LE was implicitly diagnosed as an inefficient eco-
nomic model. Innovation was predicted to be necessary
for the CE transition (Garcia-Quevedo et al., 2019; Gar-
mulewicz et al., 2018; Rajala et al., 2018) and was often
presented as an unquestionably good thing. Innovation in
design and technology for improved efficiency was mani-
fest in different ways. For instance, technological concepts
such as Industry 4.0 and technologies like blockchain were
assumed to enable CE business development and extend
material lifetimes (Centobelli et al., 2020; Jabbour et al.,
2019). Extending material lifetimes through design was
viewed as having positive business impacts and enhanc-
ing the environmental performance of firms by reducing
lifecycle impacts (De Giacomo & Bleischwitz, 2020; Dey
et al., 2019). However, some discussed the potential neg-
ative implications of products designed for longevity being
harder to break down because of their ‘exotic chemistry’
(Murray et al., 2017).

Some scholars, such as van Loon et al. (2018), critiqued
the dominance of the business case view and argued that
CE may not always yield optimum outcomes for the nat-
ural environment or a company. Due to the business case
assumption, potential trade-offs, tensions and paradoxical
situations were discussed less. A few scholars addressed
this by highlighting that not all CE initiatives carried out
by companies would bring their costs down or provide
any other economic benefits, but on the contrary, some
would bear costs (Garcia-Quevedo et al., 2019). Frei et al.
(2020) and Linder and Williander (2017, p. 1937) empha-
sized that the CE transition is about ‘dealing with trade-offs
between conflicting goals of economic, ecological, and
social nature’. However, how this resolution would come
about was somewhat ambiguous, though they did hint at
the potential role of partnerships.

Fourth, many scholars emphasized that the CE tran-
sition relies on stakeholders and partnerships, ranging
from employees (particularly managers), customers and
national governments to supply chain partners and inno-
vation ecosystems (Gupta et al., 2019; Parida et al., 2019). To
enable the CE transition in companies, scholars prescribed
a list of various activities related to employees and inter-
nal resources, including the development of new employee
and managerial competencies (Perey et al., 2018), creating
management practices for value creation (Morales & Sossa,
2020) and developing tools and strategies to shift from LE
(Chen et al., 2020; Ferasso et al., 2019). Others focused on
customers and the role of individuals’ choices as the social
acceptance of CE would depend on them (Frishammar &
Parida, 2019). These scholars highlighted consumers’ role
in bringing bottom-up change through the adoption of cir-
cular innovations (Hazen et al., 2017; Ranta et al., 2020)
and pro-environmental attitudes and behaviour (Confente
et al., 2020; Sarigolli et al., 2020). Less was said about how
coordination between all these stakeholders whose inter-
ests and worldviews are different in the future CE scenario
would arrive at a shared prognostic framing.

Other scholars underlined the crucial role of the state
in setting standards and introducing certifications and
eco-labels to steer business and technology development
(Garcia-Quevedo et al., 2019; Hopkinson et al., 2018; Kunz
et al., 2018), as well as in designing market incentives (Frei
et al., 2020; Jones & Wynn, 2019; Pazienza & De Lucia,
2020). Broader partnerships focused, for instance, on eco-
industrial parks (Mathews et al., 2018; Rajala et al., 2018) or
industrial symbiosis (Yazan et al., 2020); coordination with
suppliers and customers to enable reverse logistics and
co-develop circular products/services (Kunz et al., 2018;
Mathews et al., 2018; Witjes & Lozano, 2016); collabora-
tion with public actors, consumers and other stakeholders
to develop networks for waste collection (Dey et al., 2019;
Jabbour et al., 2019); or cooperation with research insti-
tutions (Khan et al., 2020a). Interestingly, with just a few
exceptions (Frishammar & Parida, 2019; Gupta et al., 2019),
little has been said about the potential difficulties in man-
aging such collaborations, failed partnership initiatives
and conflicts due to misaligned incentives. CE business
development may call for partnership management strate-
gies that differ from standard business or corporate social
responsibility (CSR) partnerships.

Root metaphor assumptions

The most central root metaphor assumption was circularity,
which was the single most defining feature of the liter-
ature reviewed. Circularity assumes that a ‘closed loop’
can be created by continuously reusing, repairing, reman-
ufacturing, refurbishing, repurposing, recycling and/or
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recovering all materials that were ever created (Bundgaard
& Huulgaard, 2019). At the extreme, scholars assume a
perfect circulation in which materials are always recov-
ered and repurposed, leading to a significant reduction in
the need for virgin materials. According to Corvellec et al.
(2021, p. 6), the circle metaphor brings a ‘promise of per-
fection, wholeness and eternity, but the simplicity of its
grounding metaphor is misleading as it evokes a modernist
variant of the myth of eternal return’. This was sometimes
illustrated with vehicle metaphors which likened earth
to a spaceship or a lifeboat at sea where it was impera-
tive to preserve scarce resources within the system (e.g.,
Sassanelli et al., 2019).

These metaphor assumptions were often linked to diag-
nostic framings, such as the unsustainability of overcon-
sumption and its impact on raw material security and
prices (Genovese et al., 2017; Mathews et al., 2018). Schol-
ars drew on the grand challenges to justify the need for
CE, underlining the overshoot of biophysical limits (Espos-
ito et al., 2018; Genovese et al., 2017; Perey et al., 2018),
environmental pressures and material scarcity (Kunz et al.,
2018; Spring & Araujo, 2017; Suzanne et al., 2020) and
increasing waste and waste-led ecological crisis (Frei et al.,
2020; Katz-Gerro & Sintas, 2019; Pazienza & De Lucia,
2020; Testa et al., 2020).

Another root metaphor assumption concerned the
nature-industry relationship. In alignment with natural
ecology’s capitalization, ecosystem services were generally
treated as natural resources, even when the authors were
pro-strong sustainability (Perey et al., 2018). Metaphors
from biology were used to conceptualize the relationship
between nature and industry in a CE. Here, the material
flows in a CE, as Corvellec (2019, p. 226) highlighted, would
‘create waste-free technical loops that resemble biological
loops’. Scholars explained how relationships between dif-
ferent companies would resemble ‘biological metabolisms’
in which waste would be framed as ‘food’ (Haas et al.,
2015). Gupta et al. (2019), Murray et al. (2017), Stewart
and Niero (2018) and Zucchella and Previtali (2019, p. 468)
went even further with the biological metaphor, framing
CE as ‘natural ecosystems where simultaneous coopera-
tion and competition among species helps in sustaining the
ecological balance’. Cradle-to-cradle thinking was another
example of this category, where CE is often discussed as
a system in which materials never die, hence circulating
‘cradle-to-cradle’ (Frishammar & Parida, 2019).

Scholars assumed that in order to enable a CE transi-
tion, it was necessary to reframe waste (Hopkinson et al.,
2018; Perey et al., 2018). Framing waste as ‘food’ served this
role (Murray et al., 2017). Others framed waste as ‘scats’
by imbuing waste with ambivalently positive and negative
values at one and the same time (Corvellec, 2019). Oth-
ers still framed it as ‘immorality’ (Ciulli et al., 2019), an

/ BRITISH ACADEMY Jl
/. OF MANAGEMENT

‘economic inefficiency’ (Barreiro-Gen & Lozano, 2020) or
a ‘renewable resource’ (Hansen & Le Zotte, 2019, p. 1). Gen-
erally, a distinction was made between waste as something
inherently valuable (i.e., a resource) versus something
deprived of value (i.e., a burden, matter out of place or dirt)
(Corvellec, 2019; Despeisse et al., 2017; Perey et al., 2018).
Interestingly, concerns about ‘contamination and safety
issues’ (Garmulewicz et al., 2018, p. 122) in usable CE waste
streams reveal that even valuable waste can be considered
impure.

Finally, another common metaphor was related to the
CE transition itself, which scholars conceptualized as a
‘journey’ (Esposito et al., 2018; Salo et al., 2020). Some
scholars observed that the pace of change might not nec-
essarily be fast. While Cainelli et al. (2020, p. 10) suggested
that ‘it is possibly more a reform than a revolution’, Cramer
(2020, p. 11) said that ‘such a fundamental transition takes
time and cannot be realized overnight. Some scholars
were critical of the journey metaphor and argued that it
would ‘legitimate today’s unclear results by postponing
actual commitments to a distant future’ (Corvellec & Stal,
2019, p. 7), potentially hindering progress in businesses’ CE
development.

ENT REVIEWS

Ideology assumptions

Scholars were implicit about the underlying ideology when
framing CE, with a few exceptions (Esposito et al., 2018).
It was nonetheless possible to identify the ideological
assumptions behind the dominant CE framing. ‘Natu-
ral capitalism’-a variation of capitalism coined by Lovins
et al. (1999)-was prominent. The in-house assumption of
the business case and the economic motivational framing
were also linked to this ideological assumption. Natural
capitalism is based on the belief in market-based, techno-
logically enabled solutions to environmental problems that
allow continued economic growth. It is possible, therefore,
to observe two ideological traditions in natural capital-
ism: neoliberalism? and ecological modernization® (Mol &
Sonnenfeld, 2000).

2 Neoliberalism is an ideology that elevates the centrality of the market,
which is seen as machine-like and disembedded from society and politics
(Lee Mudge, 2008). The ideology values free trade, industry deregulation
and privatization, and thus the state’s primary role is to ‘unleash market
forces wherever possible’ (Lee Mudge, 2008, p. 705). In neoliberal politics,
the key constituents are in the business and finance world (Lee Mudge,
2008). Market logic is ‘unquestioned “common sense” (Lee Mudge, 2008,
p. 705) with, as Margaret Thatcher famously said, ‘no alternative’ available
(Fisher, 2009, p. 8).

3 Ecological modernization, the foundation of ideas like ‘natural capital-
ism’, is an ideology that thinks the answer to ecological problems lies in
technocratic solutions that are profitable for businesses (Dryzek, 2005).
It is rooted in the assumption that with the right technological solutions
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Scholars frame the market as largely disembedded from
society and politics, as it is in the neoliberal view (Lee
Mudge, 2008) and the ‘techno-corporatist’ (Dryzek, 2013,
pp. 165-185) strain of ecological modernization. CE was
presented as implicitly apolitical, a solution for balancing
the market and natural ecology that does not need to work
for the public’s buy-in, as evidenced by the lack of dis-
cussion around governments taking up CE as an issue on
their platforms. Instead, echoing neoliberalism and ecolog-
ical modernization, the state’s role was primarily presented
as fostering CE’s market potential, as discussed above in
the in-house assumptions around states’ CE efforts. Even
scholars who advocate state regulation-for example, to
make it so that ‘the environment is not a free commod-
ity but has a price tag’ (Govindan & Hasanagic, 2018, pp.
303-304)-still do so within a market-oriented paradigm.

The market orientation was also present as scholars
distinguished between LE and CE consumption (Appel-
gren, 2019) and sought answers to how to increase circular
consumption (Alonso-Almeida et al., 2020). Paradoxically,
in some cases this risks increasing resource consumption
(Despeisse et al., 2017), despite some promoting CE to
reduce consumption (Esposito et al., 2018). For instance,
Hansen and Le Zotte (2019) suggested that the second-
hand trade does not necessarily meet environmental objec-
tives and still encourages rather than challenges a form
of consumerism. Tukker (2015) discussed the limitations
of renting, leasing and sharing models, highlighting that
they are not a panacea for sustainability. Others focused
on the consumers’ view that products made from waste
are of poor quality and on the resulting low demand for
recycled products, both of which were seen as barriers in
the CE transition (Garmulewicz et al., 2018; Govindan &
Hasanagic, 2018). Consumer education was prescribed as a
remedy (Garmulewicz et al., 2018; Govindan & Hasanagic,
2018), and some emphasized the importance of the state
educating its citizens (Sarigollii et al., 2020).

Scholars furthermore stressed that CE needed to affect
a shift in the ideas of ownership embedded in LE. Here,
changing ownership patterns were often achieved through
the introduction of servitization, whereby products are
no longer owned by users but instead accessed as ser-

(Mol & Sonnefield, 2000), it is possible to decouple economic growth from
ecological harm (Dryzek, 2005). In ecological modernization, nature is
seen as a resource and/or waste-processing site rather than having intrin-
sic value in its own right (Dryzek, 2005). It believes in the manageability
of nature and that partnerships within and across sectors are necessary,
natural relationships (Dryzek, 2005). While in its most radical forms it
may offer potential avenues for more fundamental reorganization, the
intertwining of neoliberal values constrains that transformative poten-
tial (Coffey & Marston, 2013). In this way, ecological modernization has
been criticized as a ‘rhetorical rescue operation for a capitalism economy
confounded by ecological crises’ (Dryzek, 2005, p. 174).

vices (Despeisse et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2017), often
exemplified by the famous cases of Rolls-Royce engines or
Xerox publishing services. According to Corvellec (2019),
this shift would transfer the responsibility for dealing with
waste from individual customers to producers. Hence, it
is often viewed as a positive move. Similarly, sharing mod-
els also introduced a change in ownership, mainly through
online platforms, allowing different users to access and
share a particular product or a service, thereby increasing
utilization and reducing inefficiencies, often exemplified
by car-sharing businesses (Linder & Williander, 2017;
Ranta et al., 2020). Interestingly, these ownership modes
relied heavily on transferring ownership from one private
mode (i.e., held by individuals) to another (i.e., controlled
by a platform owner or a firm). Public or cooperative own-
ership of assets or platforms was less pronounced. This
demonstrates that scholars did not envision CE in non-
market ways of organizing the exchange of material goods
but instead stayed within the capitalist economic system.
The second ideology identified was ecological modern-
ization, evidenced by framings related to green growth,
such as prognostic framings focusing on triple-bottom-
line benefits and opportunities (Sassanelli et al., 2019)
and motivational framings around preserving natural
resources through CE (Govindan & Hasanagic, 2018;
Gupta et al., 2019). Scholars promoted CE by especially
emphasizing the economic benefits to firms of adopting
it. CE was thought to contribute to creating a more pro-
ductive and efficient economic system (Esposito et al.,
2018; Morales & Sossa, 2020), enhancing companies’ image
(Confente et al., 2020), creating new markets (Frei et al.,
2020), leading to new business opportunities (Cainelli
etal., 2020; Moktadir et al., 2020) and reducing costs (Jones
& Wynn, 2019). The intertwining of economic and envi-
ronmental/social motivational framing was central. This
became especially apparent with raw material security,
another grand challenge with economic and societal impli-
cations (Barreiro-Gen & Lozano, 2020). Confente et al.
(2020, p. 432) emphasized how the shift from ‘a linear to
a circular economy [would transform] waste back into a
raw material suitable for replacing natural raw materials’.
The green growth framings were particularly appar-
ent in pro-growth rhetoric. Scholars were explicit that
CE would align with market logic and not harm the
notion of profit maximization (Hopkinson et al., 2018; Lin-
der & Williander, 2017; Zucchella & Previtali, 2019). For
instance, Ferasso et al. (2019, p. 1) promoted CE as it tack-
les negative externalities ‘without jeopardizing growth and
prosperity’. Prieto-Sandoval et al. (2018b, p. 1525) argued
that ‘[CE] does not reject economic growth but sets lim-
its on the exploitation of resources; if human societies
pursue growth, they should be limited to the closed-
loop of resources and energy’. The in-house assumptions
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around how CE would decouple economic growth from
environmental pressures and virgin resource consumption
(Demirel & Danisman, 2019; Esposito et al., 2018; Jabbour
et al., 2019) are clearly rooted in this ideal of green growth.

Scholars motivated others to CE by emphasizing
its sustainable development contributions (Morales &
Sossa, 2020). Among other sustainable development goals
(SDGs), SDG 12: Ensure Sustainable Production and
Consumption was directly associated with CE’s benefits
(Demirel & Danisman, 2019). The ecological benefits of
CE included its potential to solve the environmental grand
challenges created by LE. Here, scholars argued that CE
would address the diagnosed grand challenges by preserv-
ing natural resources, by revaluing or eliminating waste
(D’Adamo et al., 2020; Ethirajan et al., 2020) and ultimately
by answering the challenge of the Anthropocene (Brown &
Bajada, 2018; Corvellec, 2019).

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Thus far, we have synthesized our findings on BMO
scholars’ CE assumptions and framings. These findings
uncovered problematic assumptions in three key cate-
gories. In-house assumptions included assumptions of CE
contributing to corporate sustainability, a business model
focus, an emphasis on business case thinking and con-
ventional stakeholder perspectives in CE. Root metaphor
assumptions included circularity, a symbiotic nature-
industry relationship, reframing waste through various
metaphors (e.g., food, scats) and positing the CE transi-
tion as a journey. Lastly, ideology assumptions included
neo-liberalism and ecological modernization. Problema-
tizing BMO scholars’ assumptions about CE is crucial for
developing a more diverse understanding of CE.

Next, with the help of an expanded analysis of CE-
related articles outside the BMO domain (second stage of
our review process), we will further critique these find-
ings and suggest three distinct agendas for future research.
Specifically, we draw on articles that provide alternative
conceptualizations of CE that may challenge the assump-
tions we identified in the BMO subset (Calisto Friant et al.,
2020; Corvellec et al., 2021; Geisendorf & Pietrulla, 2018;
Kirchherr & van Santen, 2019). We summarize our critique
and proposed future research directions in Table 2.

The limitations of CE models within
businesses

The primary future research agenda we want to propose
concerns the limitations of CE models within businesses.
These suggestions stem from our findings related to the
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high emphasis on the business case for CE and shared
value thinking, as well as the alignment of CE and
broader sustainability agendas. Next, we outline our more
specific suggestions for future research to address these
assumptions.

Firstly, future research should go beyond the business
case assumption. Some scholars have indeed highlighted
that not all CE initiatives carried out by companies would
bring down their costs or provide any other economic
benefits, but on the contrary some would actually bear
costs (Garcia-Quevedo et al., 2019; Linder & Williander,
2017) or create trade-offs (Frei et al., 2020, p. 1937). Due
to the rebound effect and entropy, such views are more
realistic and could help save the emerging CE conversa-
tion from the current win-win framing. We suggest that
future research should more carefully examine the poten-
tial tensions, trade-offs and paradoxes involved in CE.
For example, a more comprehensive examination of the
impact of CE strategies with methodologies like LCA could
help uncover potential trade-offs between economic and
environmental dimensions.

Secondly, future research should elaborate on the rela-
tionship between CE and CS. Instead of framing CE as an
omnipotent solution to many grand challenges, focusing
on the potential mediators and moderators of the CE-
CS relationship and the tensions between CE-CS agendas
would likely generate novel conversations (Geissdoerfer
et al., 2017; Genovese et al., 2017; Hart & Pomponi, 2021;
Sauvé et al., 2016). We note this not only for CE research
but also for future research on grand challenges in gen-
eral because here, too, we benefit from a more cautious
economic motivational framing that emphasizes the moral
reasons for taking action on grand challenges.

CE scholars continue to neglect some important ques-
tions related to the directionality of the CE-CS relation-
ship. Do prior CS efforts help in the transition towards
CE, or do investments in CE practices help advance
CS? Or does it perhaps work both ways? Most impor-
tantly, are there areas where investing in CE might not
improve but on the contrary hinder CS? Furthermore,
social sustainability is under-addressed in CE research,
and future research should also incorporate methodologies
related to social impact assessment to understand ten-
sions and trade-offs related to environmental and social
sustainability dimensions.

Thirdly, the assumption that CE automatically improves
environmental sustainability becomes problematic when
considering entropy, a concept much discussed in the
broader field of ecological economics research (Korhonen
et al., 2018a). Entropy increases as materials are circu-
lated (Andersen, 2007, p. 134) and will ultimately limit
the sustainability potential of CE (Korhonen et al., 2018a,
p. 42). Hence, taking entropy into account would require
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TABLE 2

Our critique and future research directions

Critique of assumptions
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Future research directions

Agenda 1: Exploring the limits and boundary conditions of circularity within businesses

* Business case is often assumed or required for CE, obscuring
potential trade-off situations

* CE and corporate sustainability (CS) are often conflated, and
thus CE is often treated synonymously with sustainability

* Physical limits of circularity are not considered, leading to
exaggerating the overall economic potential of CE

* Assumptions of decreasing material use and complete
decoupling of resource use and economic growth

Agenda 2: Broadening perception of agency in CE

* Overly focusing on business models obscures the systemic
nature of CE as well as the role of non-business actors

* Focusing on piecemeal solutions obscures the systemic nature
of CE

* Focus on dyadic partnerships ignores larger collective forms of
collaboration

* Lack of attention on cross-sector partnerships or the role of
non-business actors

* Partnership outcomes are often assumed to be positive, which
is not always the case

* Some metaphors downplay agency

* Overemphasis on CE models in developed economies

Agenda 3: Exploring more radical CE futures

* Failure to question the growth imperative

* Journey metaphors limit the speed of change

* CE often tied to natural capitalism and neoliberalism

* Technocentrist assumptions obscure alternative pathways to
increasing circularity

challenging the embedded growth paradigm. Surprisingly,
only a few articles in BMO journals have referenced
entropy (Genovese et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2017; Van
Engeland et al., 2020).

Since the reality of entropy punctures the perpetual cir-
culation ideal, CE must grapple with the limited potential
of closing material loops. One possible avenue is provided
by the alternative metaphor of ‘slowing material loops’
(Suarez-Eiroa et al., 2019). The true slowing of material
throughputs requires radically changing the paradigm of
perpetual economic growth. This would mean reducing
the material intensity of our lives instead of trying-in vain,
due to entropy-to maintain our current materiality without
virgin inputs through strategies like recycling and reman-
ufacturing. It would also make it more feasible to sync our
material flows with ecological systems’ regeneration and
absorption rates (Suarez-Eiroa et al., 2019).

* Exploring limitations of the business case and elaborating
further on the tensions, paradoxes, trade-offs

* Evaluating CE-CS relationships through
mediation-moderation and providing clarity on
directionality

* Considering entropy to explain the limitations of
circulation

* Elaborating empirical evidence on the extent to which
‘decoupling’ could work

* From business models to broader systems of actors

* Designing collective systemic action and exploring the
potential of polycentric governance in the future of CE

* Giving attention to forms of organizing other than
businesses, such as the public sector and cooperative
ownership of resources

* Exploring the dark side of partnerships in the CE transition

* Exploring south/north differences and CE’s inclusivity of
the global south

* Taking into account degrowth and (over)consumption and
incorporating critiques of natural capitalism, neoliberalism
and ecological modernization into CE debates

* Looking at new technologies with more neutral framing

* Engaging with ‘future imaginings’ research to explore
potential CE futures, including dystopian futures

* Considering the shortfalls of root metaphors (e.g., the
metabolism metaphor and its lack of emphasis on agency,
or the speed of change with the journey metaphor)

* Using more future-oriented and normative research
methods such as design science

Broadening perception of agency in CE

The second future research agenda we propose goes
beyond businesses as the focal units of analysis in CE and
broadens the idea of agency in CE through other forms of
organizing. This would include other formal organizations
such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the
public sector, but also collective systems of organizations,
as well as exploring CE models in other contexts besides
the Global North.

Firstly, we found that in-house assumptions around CE
often emphasize business models and their transforma-
tion. The business model construct helps conceptualize
social and environmental value creation (Bocken et al.,
2016; Liideke-Freund et al., 2018). However, it also intro-
duces certain limitations. First, its emphasis on businesses
leaves out other forms of organizing (i.e., collective or
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cooperative modes of organizing) (Bocken et al., 2018;
Boons, 2021). Future research could delve deeper into these
alternative modes of organizing in the circular economy.
Second, the business model construct underscores the role
of local and global ecosystems in which focal firms operate;
hence, it should be combined with the broader ecosystem
view and systemic approaches (Parida et al., 2019).

Secondly, in light of this, it is crucial to build micro-
meso-macro connections to explore the role of businesses
in the CE transition using a multi-level perspective. The
transition will only be possible if businesses have interac-
tions with other societal stakeholders. Future studies can
benefit from macro-level perspectives focusing on ecosys-
tems, polycentric governance models and collective action
(Ostrom, 2003, 2010). Industrial ecology, a precursor to
much CE research, may inform BMO researchers in this
regard, as collective phenomena such as industrial sym-
biosis have received extensive theorizing (Ghisellini et al.,
2016; Merli et al., 2018). These approaches would also
help with identifying transformation opportunities on a
larger scale (Wastling et al., 2018, p. 15), while conceptual-
izing the transformation as a business model change risks
missing such opportunities that can be created through
ecosystem interactions. A similar risk not only exists in CE
research but also applies to other grand challenges. There-
fore, macro-level perspectives can also be helpful in the
broader grand challenges research.

Thirdly, in alignment with the above, it is beneficial to
join the conversation about the state’s role in CE gover-
nance, especially when conceptualizing the potential CE
futures at a national and global scale. In the BMO domain,
the state’s role is aligned with the neoliberal view that
the state is primarily meant to ‘unleash market forces’
(Lee Mudge, 2008, p. 705). In our study the state’s role
centred mostly on unleashing CE through various incen-
tives. The responsibility for making changes (in the BMO
domain) rests mainly with individuals and private com-
panies. Calls for regulations were noticeably more muted,
with a few exceptions (Govindan & Hasanagic, 2018, p.
304). Future research about the role of the state in CE
should include the failure to set limits on extraction (e.g.,
via expanded nature conservation), the role of trade agree-
ments in material flows and enforcing CE goals, and the
potential need for new types of regulation as CE solutions
are implemented, such as limiting the risk of monop-
olization for online sharing platforms. Such impending
regulations have important implications for CE businesses.
Potentially, they may create risks for platform-based CE
organizations and competitive advantages for businesses
with comprehensive CE plans. Therefore, we also empha-
size the need to elaborate on states’ roles in tackling grand
challenges, generally within BMO studies.
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Fourthly, in studies that we identified as focusing on
partnerships, we saw much optimism about collabora-
tion, paralleling the SDG 17 view of partnerships as a
solution to many grand challenges (Chakrabarti et al.,
2018). However, the dark side of partnerships has not
received much attention. The optimism about partner-
ship outcomes leads to a bias that discards the possibility
of unintended consequences of partnerships. While part-
nerships facilitate creating a problem-solving space, they
may also incentivize solutions that favour a more powerful
partner (Boons, 1998). Therefore, it is more realistic to con-
ceptualize partnerships as platforms of tensions between
cooperation and competition—coopetition—and between
different stakeholders who target different environmen-
tal and economic benefits (Manzhynski & Figge, 2020).
Some critical scholars even argue against romanticizing
partnerships due to their embeddedness in neoliberal gov-
ernance, which covers up their failures (Vestergaard et al.,
2019). We emphasize the need for caution when framing
partnerships as a panacea for grand challenges.

Lastly, in an era of global value chains, future CE
literature should also address the geography of biophysi-
cal limits and attempted decoupling. While many studies
within BMO captured a more ‘Eurocentric’ view of CE,
there were also those calling for a CE transition inclusive of
the Global South (Hofstetter et al., 2021; Merli et al., 2018).
Indeed, previous reviews found that almost 95% of CE
articles represent developed economies (Kirchherr & van
Santen, 2019). This may relate to the oft-critiqued absence
of social sustainability in much CE research, mentioned
in the previous section. Therefore, the socio-materiality of
CE and its linkages with social sustainability requires fur-
ther exploration, especially considering the exploitation in
global supply chains that enables our materially intensive
lives.

Exploring more radical futures for CE

The third research agenda we suggest focuses on explor-
ing more radical futures for CE. The findings from our
review showed that CE research in BMO relies fundamen-
tally on ideologies stemming from the prevailing capitalist
system along with ecological modernism, with only scant
attention paid to alternative futures.

Firstly, future research should do more to question
the idea of economic growth, which often underpins CE
research. We found that the idea of decoupling was inher-
ent in much of CE research. By decoupling growth from
resource use (Ghisellini et al., 2016), scholars maintained
underlying ideological assumptions of natural capitalism,
neoliberalism and ecological modernization. Indeed, some
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even argued that the CE narrative clouds the need for a
transformation of production and consumption systems
due to their alignment with capitalist interests (Corvellec
et al., 2020).

Considering the above critique, it is necessary to expand
the debate on how CE could further incorporate degrowth
(D’Amato et al., 2019; Hobson & Lynch, 2016; Schroder
et al., 2019) and steady-state economics (Ghisellini et al.,
2016; Pin & Hutao, 2007). As it stands, the CE litera-
ture in BMO tends to lean towards green growth with
its decoupling assumption (Velenturf & Purnell, 2021).
On the other hand, the degrowth movement proposes a
more radical transformation as it shakes the ground of the
much-idealized decoupling and critiques the sole reliance
on market forces (D’Amato et al., 2019). We agree with
those scholars who argue that future CE research needs
to incorporate some elements discussed in the degrowth
domain (Hobson & Lynch, 2016; Schroder et al., 2019)
since, contrary to expectations, some CE initiatives may
entail an increased use of the very resources or energy they
aim to reduce (Figge & Thorpe, 2019; Geyer et al., 2016;
Schrdéder et al., 2019; Sorrell & Dimitropoulos, 2008; Zink &
Geyer, 2017). Scholars need to consider the rebound effect
that addresses the trade-offs of eco-efficiency initiatives
(Morseletto, 2020). For BMO research, this would require
exploring the types of novel business models potentially
thriving under degrowth conditions and the changes that
degrowth would cause in marketing and sales.

Secondly, while the reviewed articles include many cri-
tiques of LE, it appears that, much as in other areas of busi-
ness and society, they ignore the ‘elephant in the room’—
capitalism itself (de Bakker et al., 2020). After all, natural
capitalism shares many assumptions in common with the
economic system that resulted in the Anthropocene age.
Here, it is necessary to join and expand upon the recent
critical conversations on capitalism and research at the
crossroads of business, management, nature and society
(Banerjee, 2020; de Bakker et al., 2020). Reconciling CE
and ecological limits could instead mean engaging with
discourses on accommodating resource inputs and outputs
to planetary boundaries. It could also mean looking criti-
cally at the potential for an absolute decoupling of natural
resources and economic growth (Kjaer et al., 2019).

Prescriptive framings of CE in particular took for
granted the role of technology and presented it uncritically
as a solution. Technology was absent from the diagnostic
framing and problematization of LE, despite the criti-
cal role of technological development in enabling mass
production and consumption (Hart & Pomponi, 2021).
Problematizing the role of technology in CE research
would mean having to grapple with the contradiction
that technology has facilitated both widespread ecologi-
cal destruction and an unprecedented increase in material

standards of living, at least for many people in indus-
trialized societies. Scholars could problematize the role
of technology through a more neutral framing (Hart &
Pomponi, 2021). Future research should, for instance,
acknowledge and explore the potential social sustainabil-
ity risks of technologies seen as critical enablers of CE,
such as sharing platforms.

Thirdly, we identified that CE framings often consti-
tute predictive framings of dystopian futures if LE were
to be the dominant paradigm, and predictive framings of
utopian futures if the transition to CE were to be a suc-
cess, with a few exceptions that were critical of CE and
questioned the possibility of dystopian CE futures (Nor-
ris, 2019). While the potential CE futures outlined were
generally optimistic, they rarely challenged the existing
assumptions. In this regard, it could be fruitful to continue
the discussion started by Norris (2019). Future research
could delve further into the potential dystopian futures
of CE development. For instance, what might a dystopian
future look like that is based on resource sharing, where
personal ownership of assets is eroded and where the pre-
carity of the gig economy becomes widespread throughout
society?

Fourthly, it is vital to also scrutinize popular metaphors
in CE. We found that root metaphor assumptions related
to circularity and metabolism are one of the dominant
drivers of how CE is conceptualized. These metaphors
have already been critiqued elsewhere for undervaluing
the role of agency, falling short in incorporating ethics
and creating an analogy between natural ecosystems and
anthropogenic systems that gives rise to ambiguity in
attributing responsibility (Korhonen, 2003). Beyond this,
Corvellec et al. (2020, p. 100) argue that the circle is a pow-
erful symbol and ‘for adepts of the CE, it is enough to build
perfect circles to take one’s material responsibility-the
term adept suggesting here that the CE is often more a mat-
ter of faith than of facts’. Future research should consider
alternative metaphors to address these issues and place a
higher focus on issues such as human agency and ethics.
For instance, Murray et al. (2017) suggest a concept of
bio-participation, focusing on the role of humanity in the
existing biosphere rather than mimicking the biosphere.

The journey metaphor used by some scholars (Espos-
ito et al., 2018; Khan et al., 2020a; Rajala et al., 2018)
also attracted some critical attention. While some view the
journey metaphor as a helpful way of conceptualizing cor-
porate progress (Adams et al., 2016), others problematized
the metaphor for masking corporate inaction (Audebrand,
2010) and disabling more radical solutions to grand chal-
lenges (Milne et al., 2016). Therefore, we note that future
research on CE would benefit from metaphors that wel-
come more radical solutions with the potential for more
rapid progress and radical solutions.
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Finally, a research agenda oriented towards more radi-
cal futures for CE also requires methodological diversity.
CE studies in the BMO realm often use conventional
quantitative or qualitative research methods that aim to
explore or explain phenomena with existing data. More
practice-driven studies with a future-oriented perspective
and a stronger normative orientation-rooted, for example,
in design science or engaged scholarship-are also needed
in BMO CE research. Design thinking has been used exten-
sively in CE (Mendoza et al., 2017), but much of this work
has been outside core BMO journals, instead appearing in
journals like the Journal of Cleaner Production.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, we conducted a problematizing review of
BMO scholars’ CE assumptions (in-house, root metaphor
and ideology) and discussed how these assumptions are
associated with the way scholars frame CE (diagnostic,
motivational and prognostic). Furthermore, by drawing on
the broader CE literature in environmental studies and
ecological economics, we problematized these assump-
tions and offered three future research agendas by focusing
on the limitations of CE models within businesses, broad-
ening the perception of agency in CE and exploring more
radical futures for CE. In doing so, we contributed to the
literature in three ways.

Our first contribution is to the scholarly conversation
on CE in the BMO literature by providing a methodi-
cal critique of CE. While the volume of CE research has
increased rapidly in recent years, there is a dearth of criti-
cal perspectives on the phenomenon in the BMO field, and
CE is at risk of becoming a hembig concept with poorly
defined boundaries and unclear definitions. We started out
by making explicit the implicit in-house, root metaphor
and ideological assumptions informing CE research. We
problematized many of these assumptions and linked the
CE literature within BMO with broader environmental
studies and ecological economics discussions. We believe
this type of review is critical in the BMO domain. Because
businesses are considered the primary economic actors
responsible for responding to grand challenges, it is vital to
carefully scrutinize the assumptions of BMO scholars that
guide potential pathways to sustainability.

Our review pointed at three distinct agendas for future
research, which can enrich CE research in the BMO
domain by providing a better understanding of the lim-
its of circularity, a more diverse view of agency in CE
and more radical future scenarios for CE. Our work con-
tinues and extends recent critical work on CE (Corvellec
et al.,, 2021) by methodically uncovering and scrutiniz-
ing the assumptions that underpin CE research. Although
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others (Corvellec et al., 2021) have identified similar criti-
cisms of CE as we do, namely the techno-economic focus
and unclear boundaries of CE, our work complements
and extends this line of critique in three ways: by provid-
ing three specific and comprehensive research agendas for
future work; by using assumptions and the problematizing
review as a framework and method to provide a critical per-
spective on CE; and by focusing specifically on CE research
in BMO, which allows us to get a more fine-grained view
of the roots of the techno-economic emphasis identified in
previous reviews.

Secondly, our study steps towards solidifying the prob-
lematizing review as a review method. The method was
introduced by Alvesson and Sandberg (2020) in their
methodological article as a counterpoint to the more
traditional, integrative systematic review. Here, we demon-
strate how the method can be used. Following Alvesson
and Sandberg (2020, p. 3), we emphasize that problematiz-
ing reviews should tackle hembigs. More recently, Alves-
son and Blom (2021) have provided insights into how the
leadership, strategy and institution domains demonstrate
the emergence of hembigs within organization studies.
They warn that an umbrella concept such as CE ‘becomes
a hembig when it takes a strong grip over a community
and the pressure to use it becomes hard to resist’ (Alves-
son & Blom, 2021, p. 21). Our review shows that CE is
well on the way to becoming a hembig concept and there-
fore it is imperative that we, as scholars, reflect on our
own framings and assumptions. We encourage other BMO
scholars to use the problematizing review to achieve a
better understanding of hembig concepts.

Our research specifically demonstrated an example of a
problematizing review (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2020) and
paved the way for future research to combine the lenses
of framing and assumptions in such reviews. We bene-
fited from the categorization of assumptions (in-house,
root metaphor and ideology) by Alvesson and Sandberg
(2011). This categorization helped us elucidate how certain
assumptions of a literature area, specific metaphors that
help scholars’ conceptualizations and dominant ideolo-
gies (even when not spelled out explicitly) shape scholars’
framing of a concept such as CE. We believe that such a
categorization would also yield exciting insights into how
scholars frame other grand challenges and solutions to
these challenges.

Thirdly, we shed light on the responsibility of schol-
ars when framing grand challenges and solutions to these
challenges, contributing to the scholarly conversation on
grand challenges. CE holds considerable promise as a solu-
tion to some of the grand environmental challenges faced
by humanity. Our review showed that CE is often framed
using the very assumptions of a system that has caused
the sustainability challenges that CE aims to tackle. The
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BMO community plays a crucial role in tackling grand
challenges and is responsible for framing challenges and
potential solutions. Our review made it clear that schol-
ars’ framing often bears assumptions that require further
problematization, which also has important implications
for the practice of CE. The over-optimistic perceptions of
CE we identified, which do not consider the limitations
and boundary conditions of circularity, may hamper effec-
tive business responses to grand challenges. For instance,
if only win-win situations are considered, or if CE strate-
gies are prioritized over other, potentially more suitable
sustainability strategies, this may hinder the overall goals
of sustainable development. Additionally, if managers and
policymakers perceive CE simply as a matter of transform-
ing business models, then actions aiming for broader sys-
temic transformations may be undone. Most importantly,
the assumptions regarding CE and decoupling may ulti-
mately contribute to continued growth beyond planetary
boundaries. We hope that our study will encourage others
to explore and problematize the fundamental assumptions
underlying grand challenges and their proposed solutions.

The growing conversation on grand challenges would
also benefit from making explicit scholars’ framings and
assumptions so as to save grand challenges from becoming
another hembig concept. To do so, joining Alvesson and
Blom (2021), we urge BMO scholars to engage in mindful
and reflexive practices so that the concept of grand chal-
lenges, an even bigger umbrella concept than CE, does not
lose its distinctiveness and become so omnipotent that it
covers everything and, therefore, nothing.
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