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Engaging Consumers and Providers to Make a Beeline for the Circular Economy: Platforms as Enablers? 

Abstract
Pressing grand challenges such as climate change and social inequality urge a transition from linear business models to circular business models. Researchers, practitioners and policymakers, however, point out that engaging actors with circular business models is a key challenge (Bocken et al., 2019a; Elzinga et al., 2020; European Commission, 2019). Therefore, efforts to uncover determinants of engagement with circular business models are strongly encouraged (Fehrer and Wieland, 2021; Geissdoerfer and al., 2020; Khitous et al., 2020). To fill this gap, this chapter introduces the concepts “circular business models” and “actor engagement” before delving into the role of engagement platforms to stimulate actor engagement with circular business models. This chapter helps circular business models to elicit demand-side as well as supply-side engagement so that these business models can realize their circular potential even more.

Keywords
Circular business models; Actor engagement; Engagement platforms; Value propositions

The rise of a circular economy

The current linear economy with “take-make-dispose” business models has become unsustainable at global scale. Indeed, these business models are at the heart of several negative phenomena, ranging from environmental pollution and global climate change to social inequality and exclusion (Esposito et al., 2017). To transition to a more sustainable circular economy in which economic growth is decoupled from resource usage, new business models must be developed, and existing business models must be altered (Kirchherr et al., 2017; Ünal et al., 2019; Vijverman et al., 2019). By focusing on slowing down, narrowing or closing resource loops, these so-called circular business models not only allow for the generation of economic value but also environmental and/or social value and hence contribute to the transition to a circular economy (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020; Lüdeke‐Freund et al., 2019; Nußholz, 2017). 

To date, the uptake of circular business models remains slow (Bocken et al., 2019a). An important catalyst in this adoption process is actor engagement, that is the psychological state of an actor in relation to a circular business model (e.g., Brodie et al., 2011; Hollebeek et al., 2014; van Doorn et al., 2010). This psychological state entails non-behavioural manifestations (e.g., thinking and feeling positive about a circular business model) as well as behavioural manifestations (e.g., using and recommending a circular business model). Indeed, several researchers, practitioners and policymakers point out that actively engaging different actors – such as consumers and providers – with circular business models is crucial to transition to a circular economy (European Commission, 2019; He et al., 2021; Vijverman et al., 2019). In recent years, academic research has devoted increasing attention to the topic of actor engagement with circular business models, such as those oriented towards recycled, refurbished and remanufactured products (e.g., van Weelden et al., 2016) and rental, resale and sharing services (e.g., Khitous et al., 2022). Yet, the ways to engage actors with different types of circular business models in a circular economy are not well-understood.

Therefore, this chapter aims to offer a framework that provides insight into engaging actors in the roles of consumers and providers with circular business models, along with illustrative examples. In doing so, specific attention is directed to (1) the different types of business models in a circular economy, (2) the benefits of engaging with those business models, (3) the role of engagement platforms, and (4) the ways to boost the engagement potential of these platforms. 

Types of business models in a circular economy

Circular business models are business models (i.e., sets of decision variables that describe how businesses use and coordinate their resources to create and deliver value to consumers and other stakeholders – Fehrer and Wieland, 2021) that embrace the principles of the circular economy: (1) preserving natural systems, (2) retaining products and materials, and (3) eliminating waste and pollution (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013; Vijverman et al., 2019). In this chapter, we contend – in line with the work of Verleye et al. (2023) – that circular business models may vary in terms of their level of servitization and their level of collectivity (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 – Different types of circular business models (own source)

The level of servitization refers to the extent to which the circular business model embraces a service (rather than a product) as a unit of exchange (Verleye et al., 2023). Circular business models are low in servitization when their focus is still on the product as a unit of exchange. Think, for instance, about recycled, refurbished or remanufactured products or products whose lifecycle is extended by investing in their durability and longevity. The level of servitization increases when circular business models focus on increasing the utilization rate of products by providing consumers with repair services for products. Alternatively, consumers can interact with product-service systems like rental, leasing, and access-based services (De Bruyne and Verleye, 2022; Khitous et al., 2022). In those situations, there is a medium level of servitization, as consumers can no longer have full ownership over products yet they only have temporary access to products. The highest levels of servitization, in turn, emerge when there is no longer a transfer of product ownership from the provider to the consumer through the circular business model. This occurs when circular business models focus on offering platforms through which consumers and providers can connect with one another (Brodie et al., 2019; Fehrer and Wieland, 2021). Think about organizers of swapping events or apps through which peers can sell products among one another.

The level of collectivity refers to the extent to which the circular business model requires collective action and collaboration (Verleye et al., 2023). Circular business models with a low, medium, and high level of servitization always require the involvement of consumers and providers yet collective action and collaboration with more actors might also be necessary. As a matter of fact, we contend that higher levels of servitization go along with an increased need for collective action and collaboration. Indeed, one of the key characteristics of services is that they are consumed when being delivered (Vargo and Lusch, 2016, 2017). Meanwhile, a number of scholars also call for upscaling different types of circular business models (e.g., Fehrer and Wieland, 2021). This can only be achieved when a multitude of actors engage in collective action and collaboration, going from individual consumers and providers to social movements and industries to governmental systems (Verleye et al., 2023). For example, the Flemish Green Deal Renting and Sharing – which aims to accelerate the transition to a circular economy by encouraging renting and sharing – relies upon intense collaboration between consumers, non-profit organizations, for-profit organizations and the government. 

Types of benefits for circular economy engagement

Circular business models may vary – as also shown in Figure 1 – in terms of servitization (i.e., the unit of exchange) and collectivity (i.e., the need for collective action and collaboration). Yet, the success of any type of circular business model depends on the engagement of individual actors to realize the transition to a circular economy (Elzinga et al., 2020; Köhler et al., 2019; Urbinati et al., 2017). Here, actor engagement represents the psychological state of an actor in relation to a circular business model, which entails non-behavioural and behavioural manifestations (e.g., Brodie et al., 2011; Hollebeek et al., 2014; 2023; van Doorn et al., 2010). In the context of the circular transition, individual actors, whether they fulfil the role of consumers or providers, should engage with not only the circular business models but also with the circular economy principles. Indeed, engagement with circular business models does not automatically promote a more sustainable circular economy (Bocken and Short, 2020; Phipps et al., 2013; Prothero et al., 2011). For example, business models oriented towards refurbished products may result in less material and energy usage but cheaper phone prices may result in additional sales and thus more material and energy usage in case engagement with the circular economy principles is lacking. Or, car sharing may result in social cohesion but may also increase car usage and emissions as a result of lack of engagement with the circular economy principles (Acquier et al., 2017; Laukkanen and Tura, 2020). Hence, both engagement with the circular business models and engagement with the circular economy principles are necessary for a circular economy without rebound effects (Bocken et al., 2019b; Laukkanen and Tura, 2020). 

Against the aforementioned background, we define circular economy engagement as an actor’s psychological state in relation to the circular business models and principles, which can have non-behavioural and behavioural manifestations (Brodie et al., 2019; Verleye et al., 2023). For example, consumers may think and feel positive about circular business models, and principles (cf. non-behavioural manifestations) and also use circular business models, recommend circular business models and live by the circular economy principles (cf. behavioural manifestations). Providers, in turn, may think and feel positive about circular business models and (cf. non-behavioural manifestations) and enthusiastically serve consumers in compliance with the circular economy principles (cf. behavioural manifestations). To elicit circular economy engagement, several researchers stress – in line with social exchange theory (Blau 1964) – the importance of expected and/or perceived benefits (Verleye, 2015). Indeed, social exchange theory posits that actors’ non-behavioural and behavioural engagement with circular business models and principles is motivated by the extent to which these actors get benefits in return (Blau 1964; Harrigan et al., 2018). Building upon extant research (Anderson et al., 2013; Blocker and Barrios, 2015; Khitous et al., 2022; Leroi-Werelds, 2019; Verleye, 2015), we contend that benefits which stimulate circular economy engagement can be divided into four categories: (1) short-term individual benefits, (2) long-term individual benefits, (3) short-term collective benefits, and (4) long-term collective benefits (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 – Different types of benefits that stimulate circular economy engagement (own source)

Short-term individual benefits are expected and/or perceived benefits that (almost) immediately accrue to the actor who shows engagement. This category of benefits entails cognitive benefits (i.e., acquiring new knowledge and/or skills), economic benefits (i.e., receiving monetary compensation consistent with effort made), hedonic benefits (i.e., having fun experiences), personal benefits (i.e., gaining status and/or recognition) and pragmatic benefits (i.e., getting high quality in a convenient way). Short-term collective benefits are (almost) immediately shared among multiple actors and include the social benefits that are expected and/or perceived (i.e., being able to connect with other actors). Long-term individual benefits accrue to individual actors over time and refer to the wellbeing benefits that are expected and/or perceived (i.e., feeling satisfied in life). Finally, long-term collective benefits entail expected and/or perceived benefits that are shared among multiple actors over time, namely environmental benefits (i.e., being able to protect the environment) and societal benefits (i.e., being able to protect other actors). 

[bookmark: _Hlk133232198]The role of engagement platforms for circular economy engagement

Circular economy engagement emerges in return for benefits, yet, circular business models should allow individual actors in the roles of consumers and providers to connect with one another. This is where engagement platforms come into play (Storbacka et al. 2016; Vijverman et al., 2019; Brodie et al., 2019). Engagement platforms are defined as “physical or virtual touch points designed to provide structural support for the exchange and integration of resources, and thereby co-creation of value, between actors in a service system” (Breidbach et al., 2014, p. 596). This definition stresses several characteristics of engagement platforms. First, engagement platforms cover physical as well as digital realms. Yet, digital engagement platforms are gaining popularity because of the rise of digital technologies. Second, engagement platforms enable the exchange and integration of resources, which involves both tangible resources (e.g., cars and clothes) and intangible resources (e.g., information and ratings). Third, engagement platforms act as intermediaries in the process of connecting multiple actors with one another (e.g., consumers and providers). In other words, they orchestrate the collaboration between interdependent actors in service ecosystems (Blasco-Arcas et al., 2016; Breidbach et al., 2014; Breidbach and Brodie, 2017). As multiple actors interact through physical or digital engagement platforms to exchange resources, these platforms foster circular economy engagement and value co-creation in service ecosystems. In other words, engagement platforms have the potential to create significant economic, environmental and social value for multiple actors in the transition to a more sustainable circular economy. Table 1 includes examples of engagement platforms for each circular business model type. 



Table 1 – Examples of engagement platforms for each circular business model type
	Circular business model type
	Examples of engagement platforms

	Recycling
	· Green Toys Inc. manufactures toys from milk jugs and sells these toys in stores across the United States but also by means of an online store. (https://www.greentoys.com/)
· The Recycled Shop sells a range of recycled products by means of an online shop. (https://www.therecycledshop.com/) 

	Repairing 
	· iRepairShop offers repair services for electronic devices in physical stores across Belgium but also by means of an online website. (https://www.irepairshop.be/) 
· RepairMyStuff.ie connects consumers with professional providers of repair services by means of an online website. (https://www.repairmystuff.ie/) 

	Renting 
	· A.S.Adventure offers equipment rental services in several of their brick-and-mortar shops in Belgium. (https://www.asadventure.com/) 
· Hertz facilitates car rental services at locations all around the world yet also by means of a digital platform. (https://www.hertz.com/) 

	Reselling 
	· Skibörse sells new and second-hand winter sports equipment in several cities in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. (https://www.skiboerse.info/) 
· Unclaimed Baggage offers in-store as well as online resale services of lost airline baggage. (https://www.unclaimedbaggage.com/) 

	Swapping 
	· Don't Shop, Swap facilitates the swapping of fashion items by means of an online website. (https://www.dontshopswap.co.uk/) 
· The Swapshop offers in-store as well as online swapping of fashion items. (https://www.the-swapshop.com/) 


Note. All websites were accessed on February 9, 2023.

As illustrated by the examples in Table 1, an engagement platform can connect actors to facilitate the exchange and integration of resources. Though the engagement platform aspires to bring actors together, tensions may arise in case there exists a mismatch between the expected and/or perceived benefits of circular economy engagement among actors. For example, an engagement platform with the ambition to generate long-term collectivity benefits (e.g., Too Good To Go) may benefit from connecting actors who expect environmental (e.g., reducing food waste) and societal benefits (e.g., supporting local businesses). In case (some) actors engage to get short-term individual benefits (e.g., hand-picked fresh meals), the engagement platform may not realize its ambition. Therefore, it is crucial that engagement platforms accurately set the expectations of the actors they aim to bring together. 

To set the right expectations in relation to circular economy engagement, however, a number of studies contend that engagement platforms need to have a strong value proposition, that is a clear message as to what benefits actors can expect when engaging with the platform (Payne et al. 2017; Piepponen et al., 2022; Ranta et al., 2020, Rintamäki and Saarijärvi, 2021; Leroi-Werelds et al., 2021). A value proposition namely allows engagement platforms to communicate the benefits they offer to a variety of actors in their ecosystem, as illustrated by the examples in Table 2 (Verleye and Reber, 2022; Wruk et al., 2019). 

Table 2 – Examples of value propositions of engagement platforms
	Engagement platform
	Value proposition

	Refurbed is an online marketplace for refurbished electronic devices. (https://www.refurbed.ie/)
	“We offer renewed electronic devices that look and work like new. You save up to 40% and buy 100% more sustainable products. All refurbed™ devices are refurbished, reconditioned and thoroughly tested by experts.” (https://www.refurbed.ie/advantages/)

	First Serve UK offers domestic appliance repairs by means of an online website. (https://firstserveuk.co.uk/) 
	“[…] it has been our belief that our customers deserve to get top quality service and repairs at affordable prices. We aim to serve every customer with a world-class service experience and we guarantee all work undertaken.” (https://firstserveuk.co.uk/) 

	Swap Society facilitates the swapping of fashion items by means of an online website. (https://www.swapsociety.co/) 
	“Swap Society is an online clothing swap that makes it easy and affordable to mix up your wardrobe sustainably.” (https://www.swapsociety.co/pages/about)

	Skibörse sells new and second-hand winter sports equipment in several cities in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. (https://www.skiboerse.info/) 
	“New & 2nd-hand ski, snowboard & ski touring equipment as well as new winter clothing: top brands at strongly reduced prices.” (https://www.skiboerse.info/) 


	Haverdash offers fashion rental services by means of a digital platform. (https://www.haverdash.com/) 
	“Haverdash is the new, fun and easy way to get dressed. No more pressure to wear something multiple times and multiple ways. No more compromises between the practical and the fabulous. Experience all the new trends you’ve wanted to try, or the go-to-styles you love. Wear them once, or as many times as you like. Return them for something new, or keep them forever.” (https://www.haverdash.com/pages/about-us) 


Note. All websites were accessed on February 9, 2023.

With the help of a clear value proposition, the engagement platform can set the expectations of actors who (intend to) engage with one another through this platform (Lepak et al. 2007; Wruk et al., 2019). Yet, engagement platforms need – in accordance with the Gaps Model of Parasuraman et al. (1985) – to make sure that the expected benefits of circular economy engagement are also perceived when engaging with the platform (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Zeithaml et al., 1990). Put differently, when interacting with the engagement platform, it is important for actors to get the expected benefits. If not, a gap emerges between the expected and perceived benefits, which may have negative repercussions for the extent to which the platform achieves to engage its consumers and providers in the long-run and hence can realize its economic, environmental, and/or social ambition. Table 3 includes examples of consumer and provider reviews that indicate a match (respectively, mismatch) between the expected benefits resulting from the value proposition and the perceived benefits resulting from the experience.

Table 3 – Expected and/or perceived benefits in return for circular economy engagement
	Value proposition
	Value proposition perceived 
by actor
	Value proposition 
not perceived 
by actor

	Refurbed is an online marketplace for refurbished electronic devices. Refurbed stresses several advantages, among others, Like new, only better [cf., pragmatic benefits]; Up to 40% cheaper [cf., economic benefits]; and 100% more sustainable [cf., environmental benefits]. (https://www.refurbed.ie/)
	Consumer review on Trustpilot (January 27, 2023): “Ordered two iPhones for myself and my wife, price was very competitive [cf., economic benefits], arrived quite quickly, was very impressed with the quality and condition of the iPhone that I bought [cf., pragmatic benefits].
Finally I subscribe to the idea of sustainability that’s why I buy from Refurbed [cf., environmental benefits]. [...]” (https://www.trustpilot.com/) 
	Consumer review on Trustpilot (December 16, 2022): “[...] The glue job is pretty poor and one can clearly see that it’s not original [cf., pragmatic benefits]. For 560€ I just don’t feel like I got what it should be [cf., economic benefits] and then a 1 year warranty feels risky. Not for me. Honestly I think spending a bit more is ultimately more sustainable than this [cf., environmental benefits].” (https://www.trustpilot.com/)

	Tred is an online marketplace that facilitates the buying and selling of used cars. On its website, Tred stresses several elements of value for individual car sellers, among others, more money [cf., economic benefits] and a simple process [cf., pragmatic benefits]. (https://www.tred.com/)
	Provider review on ConsumerAffairs (July 21, 2020): “I have now sold two vehicles through TRED.com and been able to get top dollar for them [cf., economic benefits]. The website is extremely easy to use, features you in several different advertisements and even provides the carfax report [cf., pragmatic benefits]. Once your vehicle sells they handle all of the lien and DMV paperwork for you! The service fee is extremely reasonable. I will definitely use them again. Thank you TRED!” (https://www.consumeraffairs.com/) 
	Provider review on ConsumerAffairs (June 5, 2020): “Attempted to use their services to sell my vehicle. Paid the initial $19.00. Their listings generated very little interest [cf., pragmatic benefits]. Their portal never gave me a trade in amount for the vehicle as they had advertised [cf., economic benefits]. […]” (https://www.consumeraffairs.com/) 

	Haverdash offers fashion rental services. Haverdash introduces itself as “Haverdash is the new, fun [cf., hedonic benefits] and easy [cf., pragmatic benefits] way to get dressed. […] Experience all the new trends you’ve wanted to try, or the go-to-styles you love [cf., cognitive benefits]. Wear them once, or as many times as you like. Return them for something new, or keep them forever.” (https://www.haverdash.com/)
	Consumer review on Trustpilot (September 12, 2019): “[...] What a great experience to receive fun [cf., hedonic benefits], fashion-forward clothing options [cf., cognitive benefits] in a hassle-free renting experience [cf., pragmatic benefits]. Lots of seasonally appropriate options updated regularly- wow! I get lots of compliments [cf., personal benefits] and lots more ladies asking ‘is that a rental!?’ YES, it is! And I’m proud of it!!” (https://www.trustpilot.com/)
	Consumer review on Trustpilot rev(January 21, 2020): “So many things...The clothes are not very good quality [cf., pragmatic benefits]. The selection is awful, AWFUL. Very similar items could be purchased for cheaper than it cost to rent them from stores like Forever 21 or Target [cf., economic benefits]. […] I was excited about this, what a bummer [cf., hedonic benefits]! [...]” (https://www.trustpilot.com/)


Note. All websites were accessed on February 9, 2023.

Towards more engaging platforms in the transition to a circular economy

To ensure that the expected and perceived benefits of circular economy engagement do not differ too much from one another when interacting with an engagement platform, we call – inspired by the Gaps Model of Parasuraman et al. (1985) – for (1) generating a better understanding of the expectations that actors have when engaging with the platform (cf., GAP 1), (2) translating and meeting these expectations through the way in which the engagement platform facilitates the exchange and integration of resources among actors (cf., GAP 2), and (3) reflecting upon what benefits to emphasize when launching a value proposition for the engagement platform (cf., GAP 3). Figure 3 summarizes these conditions for circular economy engagement with the help of platforms. 
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Figure 3 – Conditions for circular economy engagement with the help of engagement platforms 
(adapted from Parasuraman et al., 1985)

When it relates to gaining insight into the expectations that actors have when engaging with the platform (cf., GAP 1), it is important to note that the context in which actors are embedded may exert an influence on their expectations and perceptions. The socio-cultural group to which you belong, for instance, may shape your expectations (De Bruyne et al., 2022). Other researchers have shown that other contextual factors – such as sector or industry characteristics and governmental regulations – may shape actor expectations (De Keyser et al., 2020). Alternatively, the actor expectations and perceptions in developed countries may differ from those in developing countries, which could have significant effects on the success of circular business models (Rodríguez-Espíndola et al., 2022; Do et al., 2022). Therefore, future research is necessary to better understand how the context in which actors are embedded shapes their expectations in relation to circular business models and the engagement platforms upon which they rely. In addition, managers need to understand the context of the actors in their ecosystem.    

To ensure that the expectations of actors are met when engaging in a circular platform (cf., GAP 2), it is important that the underlying business model corresponds with their circular economy engagement. Since business models may vary in terms of servitization and collectivity (cf., Figure 1), future research may investigate how different types of circular business models affect the engagement of consumers and providers through the engagement platform. Moreover, engagement platforms may embrace different business models at the same time as well as over time (De Bruyne and Verleye, 2022; Guyader and Piscicelli, 2019). In this regard, further research should also investigate how circular business model diversification and dynamism affect circular economy engagement. For managers, understanding consumers’ and providers’ expectations is a first step towards designing circular business models and delivering on these expectations.

When it relates to external communications about the engagement platform through value propositions (cf., GAP 3), a key challenge revolves around what benefits to emphasize and how to communicate about these benefits (Verleye and Reber, 2022; Reczek et al., 2018). Some scholars call for accompanying circular business models by value propositions that highlight the environmental benefits (Bocken and Short, 2016; Freudenreich and Schaltegger, 2020) while others point out that communicating about environmental benefits may not stimulate circular economy engagement through its negatively impact on other expectations like the expected pragmatic benefits (Luchs et al., 2010; Falchi et al., 2021). Additionally, expected benefits are heterogenous and dynamic (Böcker and Meelen, 2017; Palmatier & Crecelius, 2019; Khitous et al., 2022), which calls for tailoring the communication to different actors in the ecosystem. Hence, more research is needed to better understand how circular economy engagement is shaped by external communications through value propositions. Similarly, managers should have a detailed understanding of the benefits that consumers seek, and endeavour to reflect those benefits in the value proposition of their circular business models.  
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