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Circular Economy: Transitioning to Sustainable Systems Within Planetary Boundaries

At a time characterized by unprecedented environmental challenges, the concept of a circular 
economy epitomizes systemic change with real ecological impact. Due to increasing pressure 
to act, environmental sustainability has witnessed a surge in visibility within both corporate 
strategy and communication as well  as political agenda setting and discourse. Yet, the 
magnitude of contemporary human activities in crossing planetary boundaries remains 
unparalleled.  A profound gap persists  between awareness,  intention,  and action,  both 
individually and collectively. We invite scholars and practitioners to contribute to a compre­
hensive exploration of the transformative potential inherent in the circular economy.

Circular economy defines an alternative economic system that harmonizes socio-economic 
development with planetary boundaries by aligning value creation and value capturing with 
effective resource usage (Desing et al., 2020; Kirchherr et al., 2017). The primary goal of 
circular economy is to reduce the throughput of resources in the industrial metabolism, while 
simultaneously  maintaining  material  value  over  time,  maximizing  resource  utilization 
(Bocken et  al.,  2016; Centobelli  et  al.,  2020) and restoration (Morseletto,  2020).  The 
implementation of the so-called R-strategies (repair, reuse, refuse, recycle, etc.) fundamen­
tally influence the industrial metabolism and various socio-economic factors such as wages 
and skills, business models and value propositions, as well as customer behavior and the 
predominant culture model (Frankenberger et al., 2021; Takacs et al., 2022).

While often ignored, the biophysical limits of the planet remain non-negotiable (Collste et 
al., 2021; Rockström et al., 2009). However, within the framework of the socio-economic 
system, the implementation of the circular economy hinges on a thorough examination of 
predominant mental models, narratives, temporal perspectives, and business purpose. In 
the tradition of the St. Gallen Management Model, this Special Issue aims to develop a 
holistic understanding of the necessities that must be in place when implementing circular 
economy in businesses. 

Core issues within both academic and practitioners’ spheres that we aim to address with 
this special issue include, yet are not limited to, the following:

§ How does the socio-economic system need to be restructured to enable companies to 
effectively implement circular economy?

§ How could economies measure wealth (e.g. beyond pure economic growth) and cre­
ate the enabling conditions that reward companies‘ circular practices and protecting 
nature?

§ What does success mean in the context of the circular economy and how can it be 
measured? How can companies capture value in a circular economy?
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§ How should companies manage their businesses in the context of circular economy? 
How should performance of companies be measured? And how does that influence a 
company’s strategy, its business model and its organizational structures? 

§ How should companies interact with external stakeholders and how does that influence 
the success of a transition towards the circular economy? How to design the ecosystem 
to foster the implementation of a circular economy on an industry level. 

§ How should companies change their business models to make a circular economy work? 
Where does the influence of business model innovation begin and where does it end?

§ How can prevailing mental models and narratives be reconfigured to align with the 
principles of the circular economy?

§ What challenges do companies face when implementing the circular economy within a 
business context that still follows a linear path? 

§ What is needed to successfully transform an organization towards a circular business 
and operating model? 

§ How should regulatory frameworks be modified to facilitate the implementation of 
circular solutions, and what influence does this exert on the design and implementation 
of business models?

In the light of the holistic and interdisciplinary nature of the circular economy, we would 
like to invite not only circular economy and management scholars but also scholars 
from relevant neighboring disciplines such as sociology, philosophy, and psychology to 
contribute to this special issue. 

Literature

Bocken, N. M. P., Pauw, I. De, Bakker, C., & Grinten, B. Van Der. (2016). Product design and busi­
ness model strategies for a circular economy. Journal of Industrial and Production Engineering, 
33(5), 308–320. https://doi.org/10.1080/21681015.2016.1172124

Centobelli, P., Cerchione, R., Chiaroni, D., Del Vecchio, P., & Urbinati, A. (2020). Designing busi­
ness models in circular economy: A systematic literature review and research agenda. Business 
Strategy and the Environment, 29(4), 1734–1749. https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.2466

Collste, D., Cornell, S. E., Randers, J., Rockström, J., & Stoknes, P. E. (2021). Human well-being in 
the Anthropocene: Limits to growth. Global Sustainability, 4. https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2021
.26

Desing, H., Brunner, D., Takacs, F., Nahrath, S., Frankenberger, K., & Hischier, R. (2020). A circu­
lar economy within the planetary boundaries: Towards a resource-based, systemic approach. 
Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 155. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2019.104673

Frankenberger, K., Takacs, F., & Stechow, R. (2021). A Step Toward Making Your Company More 
Sustainable. HBR.Org. https://hbr.org/2021/01/a-step-toward-making-your-company-more-sust
ainable

Kirchherr, J., Reike, D., & Hekkert, M. (2017). Conceptualizing the circular economy: An analysis 
of 114 definitions. Resources, Conservation and Recycling, 127, 221–232. https://doi.org/10.101
6/j.resconrec.2017.09.005

Morseletto, P. (2020). Restorative and regenerative: Exploring the concepts in the circular economy. 
Journal of Industrial Ecology, 24(4), 763–773. https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.12987

Rockström, J., Steffen, W. L., Noone, K., Persson, A., & Chapin III, F. S. (2009). Planetary Bound­
aries: Exploring the Safe Operating Space for Humanity. Ecology and Society, 14(2).

Zukünftige Hefte

182 Die Unternehmung, 78. Jg., 2/2024

https://doi.org/10.1080/21681015.2016.1172124
https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.2466
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2021.26
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2021.26
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2019.104673
https://hbr.org/2021/01/a-step-toward-making-your-company-more-sustainable
https://hbr.org/2021/01/a-step-toward-making-your-company-more-sustainable
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/jiec.12987


Takacs, F., Brunner, D., & Frankenberger, K. (2022). Barriers to a circular economy in small- 
and medium-sized enterprises and their integration in a sustainable strategic management frame­
work. Journal of Cleaner Production, 362, 132227. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2022.132
227

Manuscripts should be submitted in English only to increase impact and international rea­
dership. Please submit your paper by email (docx or PDF-file) to one of the guest editors 
of the special issue, who you may also contact for further information and questions. 
Prior to submission, please visit the author guidelines on www.dieunternehmung.ch and 
follow the instructions provided.

Timeline

Submission of contributions October 15, 2024

Feedback on initial submission December 15, 2024

Submission of revised manuscript February 15, 2025

Submission of final manuscript May 15, 2025

Publication of special issue September 2025
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„Die Unternehmung“ pursues the goal of spreading new insights from business manage­
ment research, drawing attention to important challenges in business practices, introduc­
ing scientifically based practical solution approaches as well as promoting the exchange 
between science and practice. 
„Die Unternehmung“ addresses scientists, university students and professors as well as 
decision makers in business. With its concept of combining theoretical standards and 
practical relevance in high-quality contributions, it ranks among the leading manage­
ment journals in German. 
All submitted contributions are subject to a Double-Blind-Review. 
Relevant authors information and guidelines can be found on: www.dieunternehmung.ch
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