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Extended abstract

Abstract

Adopting circular business models (CBM) represents a key lever for industry to address urgent
global challenges. Prior research recognizes the need for systems thinking and collaboration, but
existing CBM tools and methods often implicitly assume that the focal firm has direct access to end
customers, usage data and end-of-life phases. However, upstream suppliers who lack this access
often produce key components of the final product — particularly in manufacturing —and could thus
be an impactful actor in driving circular solutions. We therefore aim to explore and explain how
non-end-user-facing manufacturers, i.e. first-tier suppliers, drive CBM adoption through their value
chain and stakeholder partners, and how existing CBM archetypes need to be extended for these
novel constellations. For this purpose, we conduct an action research case study with a Swedish
first-tier manufacturer who is starting to develop CBMs for its marine engine product lines which
are currently sold in a linear fashion through boat manufacturers and dealers to end users. Expected
results include an extended CBM canvas that accounts for CBM archetypes based on more complex
value chain and stakeholder collaborations. By exploring how companies further upstream in the
value chain initiate and build CBMs, we aim to advance and bridge knowledge on multi-actor CBMs
and circular supply chains. We thereby hope to invite more research into how non-traditional actors
can drive circular industry transitions.

Introduction

Adopting circular business models (CBMs), i.e. sustainable business models that focus on “closing,
narrowing, slowing, intensifying, and dematerializing [resource] loop” (Geissdoerfer et al.,
2018:p.713), is a central lever for industry to help address societal challenges, such as resource
scarcity and climate change. This transition away from current linear production and consumption
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systems to circular business models can take different shapes (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020), however,
entails inherent challenges (Linder & Williander, 2017) and often requires collaboration with
multiple actors (Bertassini et al., 2021). In this transformation process, the roles of value chain
partners and stakeholders change (Kanda, Geissdoerfer & Hjelm, 2021; Frishammar & Parida,
2019), with researchers calling for a wider perspective on the surrounding ecosystem (Parida et al.,
2019; Fehrer & Wieland, 2020; Lieder & Rashid, 2016). While such research is growing (Bertassini
et al., 2021; Reim, Sjodin & Parida, 2021), it remains underexplored what happens if other actors in
the ecosystem — not the end-user-facing company — initiate and drive CBM design and
implementation.

Many existing CBM archetypes, tools and design principles implicitly assume that the focal firm is
end-user-facing (i.e. private users in B2C and industrial users in B2B) (Pieroni, McAloone & Pigosso,
2021; Bocken et al., 2014), even in studies focusing on the ecosystem level (Konietzko, Bocken &
Hultink, 2020). For instance, CBM canvas tools subsume possible multi-actor constellations under
the ‘key partners’” (NuBholz, 2018; Antikainen & Valkokari, 2016) or ‘key partnerships’
(Lewandowski, 2016) element, thus oversimplifying the relations and their implications. While this
focus is justifiable and relevant for most CBM adopters, circularity’s inherent need for multi-actor
solutions creates a rich potential for and growing interest from non-traditional, non-end-user-
facing organizations, such as for instance first-tier suppliers in the manufacturing industry. It
remains unclear how such companies initiate and develop CBMs while facing a lack of access to end
customers, usage data or end-of-life stage. Since they often produce key components (i.e. key both,
concerning the final product’s functionality and economic value as well as concerning
environmental impacts in production and use phase), such first-tier suppliers assume a critical role
for circularity, yet need to leverage their value chain partners and possibly additional collaborations
to implement CBMs and boost innovation.

The research aim is to explore and understand how non-end-user-facing manufacturers, i.e. first-
tier suppliers, can drive CBM implementation through their value chain, and thereby contribute to
a circular industry transformation. For this purpose, we first explore the particularities faced by
first-tier suppliers when initiating CBMs in terms of value chain relations, access to customers and
data etc.; second, we compare and contrast this with the CBM literature which implicitly focuses
on CBM implementation by customer-facing organizations; and third, we synthesize suitable CBM
configurations and necessary organizational changes that first-tier suppliers face for transitioning
to CBMs. In doing so, we seek to address the following two research questions: (1) How do CBM
archetypes need to be adapted and extended to fit for First-Tier Suppliers in the manufacturing
sector (marine industry)? (2) How do organizational structures, value chain relations and
collaboration change when first-tier suppliers transition to such multi-actor CBMs?

Method

The research follows a case study approach (Siggelkow, 2007; Verschuren, 2003) which is
particularly relevant for gaining deep and contextual insights into an emerging phenomenon
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). The case company is a Sweden-based multinational manufacturer of engines and
drivelines for marine and industrial applications that is exploring opportunities connected to CBMs.
This particular case focuses on the development of CBMs for their marine leisure segment where
engines and drivelines produced by the case company are currently sold in a linear way via boat
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manufacturers and dealers to end user. The adoption of CBMs by first-tier suppliers — who have no
direct access to customers, usage data and product at end-of-life and, thus, rely on new and
different value chain partners and multi-actor business models to circumvent these limitations —is
a recently emerging phenomenon. Case selection in exploratory studies serves to identify cases that
are novel, extreme or otherwise particular (Verschuren, 2003) and therefore promise rich insights
(Flyvbjerg, 2006) into emerging phenomena (Siggelkow, 2007). The case at hand was chosen for its
unique, real-world setting that provides valuable insights into the new development.

For data collection, the study builds on semi-structured expert interviews with practitioners in the
case company as well as complementary interviews with value chain partners and peers in the
industry. Interviews are triangulated with (a) document review to cross-check background
information, dates and facts as well as (b) observations during field visits to the company plant and
headquarters. We seek to understand the current factual business model and value chain relations,
but also the background to how these structures have grown, what inherent challenges are and
where possible entry points for new value chain relations emerge.

Data analysis is performed as qualitative content analysis in NVivo and takes an iterative approach,
starting with literature-driven coding based on categories for barriers, drivers, CBM archetypes and
value chain relations that emerged from the (not-first-tier-focused) literature. Staying close to the
case data, we will then gradually refine these codes to the case setting and first-tier context as new
aspects emerge inductively from the data.

Expected results

Data collection for this study is ongoing, thus we present expected results here. Over the coming
months, the collected data will be analyzed, transferred into an initial framework and then tested
and validated against the reality of the case company, and adjusted where needed. The expected
results include (1) identification of particularities faced by first-tier suppliers, e.g. connected to a
lack of access to end users or usage data, that hinder or enable adoption of CBMs; (2) insights into
the role of supply chain relations and reconfigurations in overcoming or harnessing particularities
of first-tier suppliers; (3) synthesis of corresponding CBM configurations suitable to these
particularities.

By exploring and demonstrating options for how companies further upstream in the value chain
can initiate and build CBMs, we aim to advance and bridge knowledge on multi-actor CBMs and
circular supply chains. By investigating how actors other than ‘the usual suspects’ can enter the
circularity space, we open up for more future research into these non-traditional agents behind
circular business models.
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