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H I G H L I G H T S

• Advances CE theory by reducing ambiguity in actor-related terminology.
• Calls for the need for home-grown concepts in emerging fields.
• Proposes a novel concept: the Circular Economy Champion (CeC).
• Applies family resemblance and piecemeal methods for concept construction.
• Defines a Circular Economy Champion across traits, goals, and entity types.
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A B S T R A C T

Circular economy, which aims to keep resources in production cycles and minimize waste, has emerged as a 
viable alternative to the traditional linear model. However, it is often criticized for being under-theorized and 
lacking indigenous, home-grown concepts, particularly regarding fundamental elements such as actors and actor 
types. This paper focuses on a specific actor: the circular economy champion. Circular economy champions can 
drive the transition toward a more circular economy, yet the concept remains under-conceptualized despite a 
growing body of literature. The aims of this study are twofold: first, to highlight the importance of home-grown 
concepts in emerging fields; and second, to address the ambiguity surrounding the terminology of “circular 
economy champion” by providing a novel conceptualization. The paper develops this concept using a family 
resemblance approach, employing differentiation criteria through a piecemeal method and underpinned by a 
theoretical review of the literature. By extending both the scope of actor types and, based on their traits, the 
range of their attributes, activities, and contributions to the circular economy, the concept of the circular 
economy champion is further delineated from related constructs and firmly defined. This contributes to circular 
economy discourse by proposing a novel definition of a key actor within the circular economy system, thus 
strengthening its theoretical foundations. Moreover, the proposed definition reduces ambiguity in understanding 
actors’ roles within the circular economy, further clarifying its microfoundations.

1. Introduction

The World Economic Forum recognized the European Commission as 
a champion in the circular economy (CE) in 2019 (EC, 2019), and the 

then president of the European Investment Bank delivered a speech in 
2021 entitled the “CE Champions Commitments” (EIB, 2021). Circular 
economy champions (CeC) have been hence frequently featured in 
expert debates as drivers of circular transition (Walker et al., 2022) and 
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increasingly present in policy discourse (Pinyol Alberich and Hartley, 
2024). They also appear in practice, for e.g., introducing awards under 
CeC-related labels (Pitkänen et al., 2023; BGB, 2021; Van Wassenhove, 
2019). The term has been additionally gaining traction in academic 
literature (Bosman, 2021; Puntillo et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 2021). Yet, 
its definition and conceptual basis remained vague, highlighting there is 
a clear need for stronger theorization in CE, in addition to CeC holding 
promise in advancing the CE transition (Van Wassenhove, 2019; Urbi
nati et al., 2017, 2018).

Today, CE replaced linear ‘take, make, dispose’ models, with alter
native focus on keeping resources in production cycles and minimising 
waste (Chizaryfard et al., 2021; Korhonen et al., 2018a). Criticisms of CE 
include its lack of conceptual rigidity, i.e. unclear theoretical grounds 
(Corvellec et al., 2022; Korhonen et al., 2018b), and call for more 
theoretical contributions (Mignacca et al., 2025). Contributing to CE’s 
shift from emerging to mature field (Džajić Uršič et al., 2023b, 2024), 
the call also relates to rigorously defined concepts that lend a common 
meaning (Ehrenfeld, 2004), wherein the value of so-called indigenous or 
home-grown concepts (Ulaga et al., 2021) should be recognized. None
theless, CE literature remains mostly silent, especially relating to one of 
the core elements, the actors inside CE.

Development of CE requires involvement of various actors with a 
broad spectrum of interests, including enterprises (Fobbe and Hilletofth, 
2023), governments, non-profit organisations (Kaipainen et al., 2023), 
and local communities (Rincón-Moreno et al., 2022). Such participation 
is essential for successful implementation of CE initiatives. While a 
transformative and sustainable CE needs a range of diverse actors, it also 
requires specific actors (Rainville, 2021); including actors that are the 
focal point of this article: the CeC.

The contributions of this paper were twofold. Firstly, it highlights the 
value of indigenous, home-grown concepts in emerging fields such as 
CE. Secondly (and more importantly), it defines and refines the concept 
of a CeC, building upon the initial yet limited definition proposed by 
Bosman (2021). Acknowledging that a rigorous theoretical review is an 
essential starting point for capturing the knowledge base of any concept 
(Paré et al., 2015), provided definition of CeC extends both the scope of 
actor types and, based on their traits, the range of associated attributes, 
activities, and potential impact on the CE. This is achieved through a 
piecemeal approach (Podsakoff et al., 2016), combined with principles 
of conceptual modelling (Thalheim, 2011), and guided by Gerring’s 
(1999) criteria for conceptual adequacy during the construction phase 
and Howie and Bagnall’s (2020) evaluation criteria in the assessment 
phase. Hence, we contributed to the theoretical development of CE by 
offering a clear and distinct definition of a key system actor - addressing 
a gap in an otherwise under-theorized and emerging field.

2. Background

2.1. The need for home-grown concepts in emerging fields

CE has recently been recognized as an emerging field (Kirchherr 
et al., 2023a), based on Ehrenfeld (2004) four criteria for defining a 
scholarly field, with shared concepts being the first. Despite its rapid 
proliferation in the literature (Džajić Uršič et al., 2024), CE remains in a 
nascent stage of theoretical development (Mignacca et al., 2025). The 
multitude of CE definitions highlight both its potential and immaturity 
(Kirchherr et al., 2023a; 2023b), with scarcity of conceptual papers 
limiting indigenous theory building (Yadav, 2014).

Critics noted CE’s conceptual fuzziness (Corvellec et al., 2022; 
Korhonen et al., 2018b), making it essential to develop novel ‘home-
grown’ concepts (Ulaga et al., 2021). Scholars must identify and define 
these indigenous concepts in terms of breadth and depth to advance CE’s 
theoretical foundation. Previous attempts at defining key CE concepts 
(Kirchherr et al., 2023b) can be noticed, with some of these concepts 
seen as building “a set of foundational beliefs” (Ehrenfeld, 2004: 826), 
such as the concept of ‘reducing’ or ‘circular business models’.

Defining key CE concepts strengthens the field and bridges the 
theory-practice gap. The paper directly responds to the recent calls for 
more theorizing in CE research, where Mignacca et al. (2025: 2) define 
CE theory as “a set of concepts and their interrelationships showing how 
and/or why CE practices are observed or are expected to be observed.” 
Both field establishment and theory development require robust 
conceptualization.

A concept represents an abstract mental construct that underpins 
theory. Concepts function as interpretative approaches to social reality 
(Jabareen, 2009) rather than causal/analytical settings. They embody 
units of meaning that summarize specific aspects of phenomena 
(Rodgers and Knafl, 2000), and serve as cognitive symbols distinguish
ing a phenomenon from related phenomena (Podsakoff et al., 2016). 
Concepts form the foundation of theoretical frameworks, Maxwell 
(2013) and Kaplan (1964) noting that sound theory requires proper 
concepts. Concepts further provide the necessary structure for analysis 
and interpretation (Maxwell, 2013), with their clarity and contextual 
relevance being essential for effective scholarly application (Ravitch and 
Riggan, 2016).

More broadly, concepts construct the theoretical ‘what’ (Whetten, 
1989), even as “products of the theorizing process seldom emerge as 
full-blown theories” (Weick, 1995:385). Concepts become powerful 
building blocks of theory when accompanied by logic explaining why 
they “come about or why they are connected” (Sutton and Staw, 1995: 
375).

Within CE theory, actors are central to the CE formation (Fobbe and 
Hilletofth, 2023; Conduit et al., 2023; Kaipainen et al., 2023) and should 
be considered as one of ‘fundamental beliefs’ (Kirchherr et al., 2023a; 
Rincón-Moreno et al., 2022; Suchek et al., 2021).

This raises the question of which actors should be considered. 
Emergent fields such as CE, often struggle with overlapping concepts 
related to actors or unclear boundaries between actor roles (Ehrenfeld, 
2004). While CeC appears both in practice and research it overlaps with 
related terms such as ‘leaders’, ‘frontrunners’, within the CE and in 
nearby-fields, creating a nomological puzzle. This confusion further 
emphasizes the need to clearly define the home-grown concept of CeC.

Home-grown concepts help delineate emerging fields by establishing 
core theoretical building blocks. Developing new (organic) theories re
quires the ideation of indigenous or home-grown concepts, with well- 
defined boundaries and clear relationships within the existing nomo
logical network (Ulaga et al., 2021).

Articulating the precise CeC definition, allows for a refined CE 
discourse by reducing ambiguity in actors’ roles, thereby contributing to 
the field’s theoretical foundations. This clarification builds a basis for 
exploring CE’s micro-foundations and may benefit adjacent fields 
struggling with similar nomological uncertainties surrounding actor- 
related concepts. The positive effects of such conceptual clarity could 
extend beyond CE, strengthening nearby fields that face similar chal
lenges in defining key actors and their roles.

3. Research method

Fundamentally the paper follows Podsakoff et al. (2016) defining a 
concept as a cognitive symbol that specifies features in the real or 
phenomenological world that they are meant to represent and with 
features distinguishing them from related phenomena. In order to be 
able to build the concept taking into account the conceptual adequacy 
criteria (Gerring, 1999), the concept is developed through the family 
resemblance approach (Podsakoff et al., 2016), i.e., focusing on Ger
ring’s (1999) differentiation criteria (apart from other conceptual ade
quacy criteria: familiarity, resonance, scope, parsimony and coherence, 
depth and two types of utility, theoretical and field utility).

While introducing a new ‘indigenous’ type of circular economy actor, 
i.e. a new home-grown (Ulaga et al., 2021) concept, the paper first re
flects on how this concept relates to the nomological net of existing 
concepts (Podsakoff et al., 2016). This allows properly positioning this 
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new CeC concept with respect to extant theorizing (Ulaga et al., 2021).
Furthermore, when analysing the borders between the concepts 

(represented in Fig. 1 as X, Y, Z), this was done in a relatively piecemeal 
fashion (i.e. invoking one or the other property, in the figure represented 
as P1, P2, P3, …Pn), while still allowing for a strong conceptual 
approach. Piecemeal fashion refers to an approach where a complex 
phenomenon - e.g., the border between concepts - is examined by 
isolating and analyzing individual components or properties rather than 
evaluating the entire construct in a single, integrated analysis. This 
method allows researchers to incrementally identify, compare, and 
refine the defining attributes of each concept, which can then be syn
thesized into a comprehensive theoretical framework (Miles et al., 
2014). Such an approach also facilitates the detection of subtle nuances 
and discontinuities between concepts, offering a granular understanding 
of their interrelationships (Sandberg and Tsoukas, 2015).

In line with the theory and foundations of conceptual modelling 
(Thalheim, 2011), we have chosen three key properties: Entity Scope 
(P1), Attribute/Activity (P2) and Goal (P3). Initially the paper articu
lated the relationship between the application domain world and the 
modelling language world. To do so, it is essential to first understand the 
‘entity’ used to define the concept – hence our first property, P1, is entity 
scope.

Next, the focus is on the relationship between various functional 
dependencies that comprise a concept, looking at the attributes or ac
tivities that exist within those dependencies, i.e. selecting ‘attribute/ 
activity’ as the next property, P2. Lastly, the conceptual model defini
tion must encompass all forms of conceptual model description 
extending beyond the textual or narrative form. While defining and 
subsequently delineating the concept of CeC one needs to understand 
clearly the goals attributed to the concept – hence the final property, P3.

The paper relied on the relatively meagre literature on CeC, and 
literature related to similar concepts, proceeded with a theoretical 
literature review (see Appendix 1 for more information about the liter
ature review), focusing on the above three properties. Paré et al. (2015: 
188) describe theoretical reviews, as drawing on existing conceptual and 
empirical studies “to provide a context for identifying, describing, and 
transforming into a higher order of theoretical structure and various 
concepts, constructs or relationships”. Primary contribution and value of 
a theoretical review is thus the basis to develop novel conceptualizations 
(Webster and Watson, 2002).

4.1. Delineating and defining the concept of circular economy champions

4.1.1. Types of actors: the delineation
The initial classification uncovers three groups of relevant actor 

types: general actors (such as change agents or policy entrepreneurs), 
environmental and green actors (e.g., environmental leaders or green 
champions) and actors more specifically linked to CE (see Fig. 2).

Similar concepts to the CeC concept are often embedded in the 

innovation literature, e.g., ‘an environmental leader’ (Taylor et al., 
2011, 2012) or ‘a green champion’ (Gliedt et al., 2018; Hull et al., 2021), 
with the former referred to as an agent who triggers and drives change in 
response to complex environmental challenges (Taylor et al., 2012).

Another important perspective is found in the dynamic capabilities 
literature, which highlights how entities “integrate, build, and recon
figure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing 
environments” (Teece, 2007). Foss et al. (2023) expand on this by dis
cussing ecosystem leadership and ecosystem leaders, who may be or
ganisations or individuals, emphasizing that ecosystem leadership 
entails dynamic capabilities related to solving ecosystem-wide coordi
nation and cooperation challenges. Dynamically capable leaders can 
sense and adapt to internal and external changes.

Related terms also appear in transitions literature, where coordina
tion problems and the subsequent need for orchestration are common 
themes (Hurmelinna-Laukkanen et al., 2022). Cramer (2020) introduced 
the notion of a transition broker, someone who orchestrates the process 
from linear to CE models. Similarly, the transition management litera
ture discusses ‘frontrunners’, which are various types of organisations 
seen as pioneers, innovators and niche players (Loorbach et al., 2015).

The corporate sustainability literature also influences how in
termediaries are defined, particularly leaders who initiate and drive 
more sustainable practices, policies, and cultures within organisations 
(Taylor et al., 2012), such as change agents (Dunphy et al., 2007). In 
public procurement literature, the concept of a champion has been 
extended to circular public procurement (Rainville, 2021), typically 
referring to individuals, similar to policy entrepreneurs, described as 
“highly talented and exceptional bureaucrats, who, just like their private 
counterparts, are constantly on the alert for new opportunities (for 
policy change) and have the capacity to ‘sell’ and ‘market’ new ideas” 
(Brouwer and Huitema, 2018, p. 1259).

Several other roles directly connected to the CE field have emerged. 
Khan et al. (2022) refer to CE advocates or supporters, often linking 
them particularly to digital technologies. Stahel (2020) mentioned the 
term pioneers or early adopters of circularity, while Heshmati (2017)
coined the term ‘circular economy enthusiasts’ based on their passion 
for advancing CE by motivating others, i.e. entrepreneurs or regulators, 
to adopt circularity. Metcalf and Hinske (2022) used the term circular 
economy leaders based on their role in the adoption of CE practices and 
Nurminen et al. (2024) looked at self-declared CE frontrunners’ reluc
tance to align with macro-level CE goals.

As defined above, the piecemeal synthesization focuses on P1 (Entity 
type), P2 Attribute or Activity), and P3 (Goal). For P1, entities are 
sometimes defined narrowly (limited to only organisations or in
dividuals (compare Loorbach et al. with Rainville, 2021), or more 
broadly as encompassing both (e.g., Foss et al., 2023). Scope can be 
further constrained to a single sector (private or public, e.g., Brouwer 
and Huitema, 2018), or more broadly across sectors.

In terms of P2, entities may be defined solely by their activities (e.g., 

Fig. 1. Conceptual delineation model for CeC based on the three selected properties.
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Kumar et al., 2023; Begum et al., 2022), or by both activities and at
tributes (e.g., Metcalf and Hinske, 2022). Sometimes, actions and at
tributes are supplemented by context-specific factors (Taylor et al., 
2011, 2012). Many definitions focus on particular actions (such as 
orchestration or awareness-raising), which alone may not fully represent 
the activities expected from such entities. Consequently, existing defi
nitions often do not capture the full scope of these roles.

In terms of P3, concepts within the sustainability and CE space 
sometimes encompass broader scopes (for example, transition brokers 
by Cramer, 2020, 2023, or change agents by Dunphy et al., 2007). The 
nature of the goal orientation (P3) is thus constrained or broadened 
depending on the conceptual boundaries applied.

4.1.2. The properties of a circular economy champion
CE is described as an essentially contested concept (Korhonen et al., 

2018b), following Gallie’s (1956) definition. Similarly, CeC has also 
been seen as such. While there is general agreement on the means and 
goals, there remains disagreement regarding the conceptual corner
stones, particularly its definition. The concept remains largely a-theo
retical, much like that of ecosystem leaders (Foss et al., 2023). This is 
despite the proliferation of the CeC term in the real world, academic 
literature, and policy frameworks (Puntillo et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 
2021; Urbinati et al., 2018), as well as its apparent significant contri
bution to sustainability (Khanna et al., 2022; Van Wassenhove, 2019). 
The paper posits that CeC play an essential role in driving change 
(Taylor et al., 2012; Loorbach et al., 2015).

Acknowledging that “developing a concept is more than providing a 
definition; it is deciding what is important for an entity” (Goertz, 
2006:26), this paper defines the concept through the properties outlined 
above, focusing on how the literature has utilized the term thus far and 
analyzing related concepts. Notably, Bosman (2021) provided an early 
attempt at conceptualization, suggesting that a champion in the context 

of CE should encompass at least two components: (a) knowledgeability 
about CE and (b) the capacity to enact influence. However, this defini
tion warrants further strengthening; for example, alongside the “power 
to influence”, there must also be a “willingness” to do so. Additionally, 
Bosman’s (2021) definition pertains to individuals, yet this scope re
mains insufficient.

4.1.2.1. The breadth of CeC. In terms of entity manifestations (P1), in
dividuals and organisations of various types, ranging from companies to 
cities, have already been recognized as fulfilling the role of circular 
champions (Ramakrishna et al., 2020; Puntillo et al., 2021; Gusmerotti 
et al., 2019). In Bosman’s (2021) initial conceptualization, organisations 
were not included as CeC.

The definition of CeC, however, should encompass both organisa
tions and individuals. Moreover, additional types or combinations of 
entities that could be considered as CeC have also been identified 
(Kelemen and Vogel, 2010), thereby introducing the notion of what 
might be termed ‘configurations’.

4.1.2.2. The traits of a CeC. The focus on traits of a CeC (P2) relies on CE 
literature, building upon notions presented by Bosman (2021) and 
incorporating broader understandings of closely related terms.

In terms of knowledgeability about CE, a champion must be knowl
edgeable about the principles of CE (Radicle, 2021) and understand CE 
strategies, such as alternative approaches including concentrating on 
shorter-loop and high-value retention choices, i.e. remanufacturing, 
repurposing, and refurbishing, as well as optimising resource use (Reike 
et al., 2018; Bosman, 2021). Knowledge of regenerative practices, 
resource conservation and increasing demand for resource efficiency is 
also important, since CeC can also accelerate the transition towards 
circularity by driving (internal and external) demand for resource effi
ciency (Rainville, 2021).

Fig. 2. Three groups of relevant actor types as they relate to CE.
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Enacting influence and awareness raising, i.e. enacting advocacy 
bridges citizen aspirations, industry capabilities, and governmental ac
tion (CEA, 2023), enabling systemic change both locally and globally. 
CeC (policy) advocacy establishes norms and encourages innovation, 
since businesses are more willing to explore new areas when regulations 
support circular practices (CEA, 2023). This advocacy increases alert
ness to new opportunities and a willingness to take calculated risks 
(Brouwer and Huitema, 2018). The CeC’s influence typically stems from 
expertise rather than formal hierarchy (Taylor et al., 2012), often 
serving as an inspiration for others to adopt CE practices (WEF, 2022).

CeC trait is to demonstrate the implementation of CE principles 
(Rodríguez-Antón et al., 2022), i.e. taking on an action-oriented 
approach. Numerous case studies highlight CE implementation stories, 
showing how governments, businesses, and cities are transforming the 
economy to benefit people and the environment (Ellen Macarthur 
Foundation, 2025). CeC integrate CE principles into their business, and 
support their integration in other organisations and the supply chain 
(Nyffenegger et al., 2024). This contrasts with some self-declared CE 
frontrunners, who only superficially align with CE principles (Nurminen 
et al., 2024). CeC also facilitate retention of value and utility of stocks 
and assets as long as possible (Metcalf and Hinske, 2022), support sys
temic change with finance acquisition (Ul-Durar et al., 2023), and pro
vide toolkits for implementation (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2018).

Leadership, collaboration and orchestration means CeC lead by 
example, integrating CE principles into operations (StartUs Insights, 
2023). Companies like Adidas and IKEA illustrate that profitable busi
ness models can also be sustainable by designing products for recycling 
and implementing buy-back schemes (WEF, 2020). While not always 
occupying formal leadership roles (Pitkänen et al., 2023), individual 
champions often display strong leadership qualities (Taylor et al., 2012). 
Theories of human behaviour (agency theory; social exchange theory) 
highlight motivations for responsible action and in the long-term stew
ardship, portraying CeC as intrinsically motivated stewards of resources 
(Bosman, 2021; Conduit et al., 2023). Literature points to passion as a 
distinguishing attribute (Heshmati, 2017; Sohal and De Vass, 2022), and 
recent shifts emphasize environmental stewardship as a key skill (WEF, 
2025).

Achieving CE requires collaboration among diverse stakeholders 
(Kaipainen et al., 2023; Oberholzer and Sachs, 2023). In the 
socio-technical ecosystem context, these stakeholders collectively pur
sue the overarching goal of systems-level circularity. CeC foster this 
collaboration by actively engaging stakeholders in CE ecosystems 
(Kaipainen et al., 2023) and facilitating effective collaborative processes 
between organisations, addressing significant orchestration challenges. 
CeC have thus adopted traits of transition brokers, orchestrating both 
the process (learning and communication) and the content (providing 
new information and seeking and implementing ambitious solutions for 
the CE transition) (Cramer, 2020, 2023).

CeC demonstrates dynamic capabilities, compliant with Teece’s 
(2007) original definition: sensing, seizing, and reconfiguring capac
ities. Amidst intricate societal shifts towards CE, organisations and in
dividuals must cultivate capabilities aligned with CE principles 
(Mousavi et al., 2018). CeC showcase adaptability and flexibility, 
standing at the forefront of innovative solutions, effective knowledge 
management, and stakeholder engagement (Bag and Rahman, 2023; 
Khan et al., 2020; Scarpellini et al., 2020). Therewith CeC encourages 
the formation of a shared vision and fosters engagement of stakeholders 
to take action towards CE transformation (Foss et al., 2023).

4.1.2.3. Impact of CeC on circular economy. Looking through the lens of 
essentially contested concepts (Gallie, 1956), the property of goal (i.e. 
CeC impact on CE, P3) should, by definition, be the least contested one. 
Yet, it is one of the key properties that must be diligently defined using a 
piecemeal approach. The paper focuses on CeC impact on CE: driving 
innovation, influencing policies, building collaborative networks and 

their orchestration, recognizing and rewarding relevant CE actors.
CeC are at the forefront of driving CE innovation (Dedehayir et al., 

2018; Liefferink and Wurzel, 2017; Metcalf and Hinske, 2022), engaging 
in a wide range of potential types related to high value retention stra
tegies. These strategies are critical for CE development and encompass e. 
g., technical, business model, and systemic innovation (Jakobsen et al., 
2021; Modic et al., 2021; Molden et al., 2025). Inter alia, CeC supports 
the creation of the circular business models (WEF, 2022) and lead the 
integration of digital advances within CE initiatives (Khan et al., 2022).

CeC also indirectly impact the CE transition by serving as knowledge 
hubs and by bolstering the acquisition of circular economy skills and 
competences. This supports ideation and disseminates best practices 
that accelerate the CE transition (Bocken et al., 2016). By mentoring the 
next generation, CeC help equip them with skills needed to implement 
circular innovations, evident in initiatives connecting experts with 
startups to promote circular practices (CEC, 2023). They also contribute 
to innovating CE microcosms, deploying CE innovations while inte
grating CE principles (Korhonen et al., 2018a).

CeC influence policies, which are critical for scaling up economic 
circular action. Effective policies help businesses to overcome obstacles 
by fostering innovation and long-term investments in circularity, facil
itating collaboration, and producing measurable results (WBCSD, 2019). 
CeC leverage their policy expertise to engage with policymakers and to 
advocate for supportive legislation, recognizing that robust regulatory 
frameworks rely on well-designed, effectively implemented, and 
enforced regulations (WBCSD, 2019; Kazancoglu et al., 2021). Similarly 
to green champions, CeC can be seen as policy entrepreneurs who 
contribute to green development strategies (Gliedt et al., 2018; Hull 
et al., 2021) by co-creating policies that incentivize circular practices, 
including circular public procurement, and waste management policies.

CeC help build and orchestrate collaborative networks in multiple 
forms. They form partnerships with industry to drive innovation, 
develop commercial solutions, and scale up circularity (WEF, 2023). In 
addition, CeC collaborate with governments at the global level to 
advocate for a just CE transition (UNEP, 2021) This involves building 
coalitions with partners, thereby improving system-level circularity 
(Kaipainen et al., 2023). CeC can also develop knowledge exchange 
platforms to accelerate the CE transition (CEF, 2021), and use 
data-driven insights to improve decision making and facilitate 
collaboration.

CeC frequently recognize and reward businesses and individuals 
committed to circular practices, thus aiding in signalling and awareness 
raising for CE and fostering the culture of circularity and sustainability (e. 
g., CEF, 2021; Rainville, 2021). Albeit recognition can take various 
forms, attention in both practice and literature has focused on awards, 
certifications, or other acknowledgments-encouraging positive rein
forcement of circular behaviours (Puntillo et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 
2021). The Circulars (2024), the World Economic Forum initiative, of
fers recognition to individuals and organisations that have made a 
notable impact in driving CE principles, while The Circle Awards 
(Sutherland, 2022) offer recognition to individuals and organisations 
that have made a notable impact on CE practices.

5. Discussion

5.1. An attempt at CeC synthesis

The paper synthesises our understanding of CeC by drawing on the 
broad scope of the CeC concept, encompassing a wide array of entities. 
Furthermore, it builds on our understanding of CeC traits, namely ac
tivities and attributes, which empower CeC to contribute to an impactful 
CE, and facilitating the CE transition. Fig. 3 provides an overview.

In essence: CeC are individuals, organisations or hybrid configura
tions thereof that demonstrate specific traits, including knowledge
ability about CE, advocacy enactment, an action-oriented approach, 
leadership, collaboration, orchestration, and dynamic capabilities; 
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empowering CeC to contribute to the advancement of CE by driving 
innovation within the CE domain, influencing policies, establishing and 
orchestrating collaborative networks, as well as signalling, raising 
awareness, and fostering a culture conducive to CE principles.

5.2. Evaluating the concept

For evaluating the concept Howie and Bagnall’s (2020) eight criteria 
across three categories was used: intrinsic qualities (the criteria of 
resonance, clarity, comprehensiveness, and parsimony), contextualiza
tion (differentiation and connectedness), and application (epistemic 
utility and practical utility).

For intrinsic qualities, resonance (Howie and Bagnall, 2020) is 
addressed through familiarity. As Durkheim (1895) noted, “in actual 
practices, one always starts with the lay concept and the lay term”. 
Taking into account gray literature sources, the paper designed a “cat
chy, memorable, … and appealing in and of itself” concept (Howie and 
Bagnall, 2020:730). The developed definition is logically structured, 
congruent in terms of complementarity from supplementary concepts 
and explicated through a theoretically straightforward manner 
(achieving clarity). The definition uses no surplus of descriptive ele
ments (parsimony). The latter was achieved with an iterative approach 

when deducing and later aggregating the sources, and the piecemeal 
approach (Miles et al., 2014; Sandberg and Tsoukas, 2015) used ensured 
comprehensiveness by addressing a complete and conclusive set of 
referents.

Contextualization is addressed both by differentiation and connect
edness. Differentiation establishes conceptual boundaries (Dubin, 1978) 
between our concept and similar ones in CE and sustainability. Sartori 
(1984) argues that a concept needs to be a part of a semantic field, which 
is a wider understanding of connectedness by Howie and Bagnall (2020), 
and borders on field utility.

Regarding the set of criteria related to application, i.e., epistemic (i.e. 
theoretical) and practical utility, for application utility, as Gerring 
(1999: 381) noted, “the scientific goal of concepts is to aid in the 
formalization of theories”. CE literature reviews (Kirrcher et al., 2017; 
2023) connect definitions to actions rather than actors. But actions need 
actors to drive them, give them meaning and purpose. Recent literature 
emphasizes actors’ importance in driving circularity transitions (Fobbe 
and Hilletofth, 2023; Conduit et al., 2023; Kaipainen et al., 2023), which 
is consequently highlighting the need to address the ’emptiness’ of 
actor-related concepts for CE theory building (Kirchherr et al., 2023a; 
Rincón-Moreno et al., 2022).

Regarding practical (or field) utility, Howie and Bagnall’s (2020)

Fig. 3. Synthesized concept of CeC including scope, traits and impact.
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connected this to usefulness (to professional or administrative practice), 
practicality (as provisions to guide practice) and importance (accept
ability by practitioners). Building on Durkheim’s approach, ‘circular 
economy champion’ has emerged from practice and already enjoys 
practitioners’ acceptance, demonstrating its field utility.

6. Conclusion

The aim of this paper was twofold. First, the paper aimed to highlight 
the need for indigenous, home-grown (Ulaga et al., 2021) concepts 
within emerging fields like CE, which are often criticized for their 
theoretical ambiguity. Developing a more rigorous understanding of key 
CE concepts, particularly CeC, helps move the field beyond the realm of 
“essentially contested concepts” (Korhonen et al., 2018b; Gallie, 1956).

The second aim was to address the ambiguity of the CeC terminology 
by providing a novel conceptualization thereof. The paper developed the 
CeC concept using the family resemblance approach, focusing on dif
ferentiation criteria using a piecemeal approach. This allowed for a 
synthesis of diverse literature streams, distinguishing CeC from related 
concepts, and proposing a comprehensive definition. This thereby con
tributes to the theoretical underpinnings of CE and clarifies its micro 
foundations. In doing so, the paper responded to the call for more 
theorizing in the CE domain (Mignacca et al., 2025), and addressed the 
broader issue of conceptual vagueness surrounding CE actors and their 
overlapping roles.

Next, by positioning the CeC within the broader nomological net of 
related concepts, the study lays the groundwork for future empirical 
inquiry and theory building in the CE domain. Ultimately, the concep
tual framework not only clarifies the microfoundations of CE practices 
but also acts as a stepping-stone toward more integrative models of 
sustainable transformation.

However, the applied research approach is not without limitations. 
The primary limitation relates to the purely theoretical nature of our 
concept development. While the conceptualization was grounded in 
existing literature and theoretical frameworks, empirical validation is 
needed to further refine the concept and enhance its robustness. Future 
research should empirically test the CeC definition through case studies, 
surveys, or other methods to assess its traits and relevance across 
different contexts.

Moreover, while the developed definition offers stability across time 
and contexts, there is a need to develop specific typologies or taxon
omies. Future research could develop a more nuanced typology of CeC, 
identifying different types of champions based on their specific traits, 
contexts, or contributions. This could also be tackled by using alterna
tive approaches to the one presented in the paper, such as grounded 
theory. For instance, researchers might investigate whether there are 
meaningful distinctions between individual and organisational cham
pions, or between champions in different sectors or geographical con
texts. Such taxonomic development would enhance the applicability of 
the concept in diverse settings and provide more targeted insights for 
practitioners.

Furthermore, operationalizing this concept and measuring its ve
racity is also important. For example, CeC might be assessed through 
criteria such as: a) firm behavior, where formal frameworks are used to 
measure whether an organization is indeed a CeC, assessing the com
pany’s overall CE performance across various dimensions (inputs, out
puts, design, business model, enablers, outcomes), and consequently use 
benchmarks such as circular transition indicators (CTI) and material 
circularity indicators (MCI); b) leadership behavior: demonstration of 
advocacy for CE within, examining for example the relationship be
tween the champion and the team, e.g. through applying Leader- 

Member Exchange (LMX) frameworks (Liden et al., 1997) or beyond 
their organization (e.g., through CE strategies or initiatives). Also, in
dividual and team level key performance and resource area indicators 
can be used to determine the leader/employee behaviors; c) imple
mentation metrics or impact metrics: e.g. for the former looking into the 
number and scope of circular practices implemented (e.g., closed-loop 
systems, resource efficiency gains); or investigating the degree to 
which their actions led to systemic change (e.g., policy shifts, value 
chain transformation); or d) position in the network, influence and/or 
recognition: using awards or other external rewards indications, or 
looking into network centrality in CE ecosystems.

Additionally, future research could explore the relationships be
tween CeC and other actors in the CE ecosystem, investigating how 
champions interact with other stakeholders and how these interactions 
influence the transition to CE. Another promising avenue would be to 
examine the developmental trajectories of champions, i.e., how in
dividuals or organisations become CeC and how their roles evolve over 
time. This temporal dimension would add depth to our understanding of 
the dynamic nature of champions in driving CE transitions.

Albeit conceptual in nature, this work still has implications for 
practice, aligned with Ehrenfeld’s (2004: 826) understanding that con
cepts should also be able to “guide practitioners in their everyday, 
normal activities”. In this line, the work signals the multi-dimensionality 
of CeC. For example, while rewarding champions, multiple criteria 
should be developed and taken into consideration. Recognizing the 
scope and breadth of champions can also help organisations design more 
effective support mechanisms, incentive structures, and evaluation 
frameworks that align with CE goals in practice. However, continued 
efforts in theorizing within the CE field are essential; thus, encouraging 
future work that develops CE theory by consolidating emerging concepts 
like CeC into broader theoretical frameworks.
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Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2025.146408.

Appendix 1 

The query was related to both CE champions as well as to the groups of general types of actors, environmental and green actors. The data was 
derived from Web of Science, Scopus and IEEE databases, and also includes some selected hand curated articles, and we also take into account 
diligently selected related reports from reputable organisations in the field. Our search in the databases was limited to articles only, and the period 
2000–2024, excluding also some non-relevant areas of research. Figure i. outlines the PRISMA report for our analysis.

Fig. i. PRISMA.
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Fig. ii. Search queries.
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