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ABSTRACT 
In recent years, innovation has significantly influenced how firms approach the 

implementation of sustainability and circular economy practices. Firms are increasingly 

recognizing that adopting these practices is not only essential for regulatory compliance 

and environmental responsibility but also for competitive advantage in an eco-

conscious market. Innovations in technology, product design, and business models are 

transforming the way companies operate. In this paper, we conducted a comprehensive 

literature review to analyze the critical role of marketing in facilitating the transition to 

sustainable and circular economy practices, and the presence of highly specialized firm 

that can help such transition. It emerged that Marketing serves as a bridge between 

innovation and consumer engagement, helping firms effectively communicate the 

benefits of their sustainable innovations.  

Furthermore,we found out the presence of highly specialized firms, Environmental 

Knowledge-Intensive Business Services (E-KIBS), which provide expert support in 

this process. The collaboration between firms and E-KIBS is instrumental in ensuring 

that sustainability practices are not only implemented but are also clearly 

communicated to stakeholders, enhancing transparency, trust, and long-term value 

creation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Sustainability aims to strike a delicate and harmonious balance between the three 

fundamental pillars, often called the "Three Ps": the planet, people, and profit. Its 

ultimate objective is to foster and nurture long-term economic growth, while 

simultaneously creating social opportunities and taking active measures to conserve 

and protect the environment. [1] Sustainability is essentially a vital and indispensable 

link that connects ecosystems with human social systems, meticulously managing 

resources to ensure the prosperity and well-being of both present and future societies. 

It catalyzes a profound and enduring change in our collective mentality, awakening in 

us a consciousness of the global impact we exert and the imperative to think beyond 

our immediate interests. [2] Social equity and justice are equally essential components 



of the sustainability framework, working diligently to guarantee fair and equal access 

to opportunities and resources for all individuals. [3] Technology and innovation are 

paramount in driving positive change on both micro and macro levels. They empower 

us to mitigate our environmental footprint while augmenting the overall quality of life. 

[4] Embracing sustainability necessitates a profound and transformative shift in 

mindset, compelling us to recognize the significance of collaboration and collective 

action. Only through joint efforts is it possible to create a future that radiates optimism 

and prosperity for all, making sustainability the cornerstone of a brighter and more 

equitable world. At the core of sustainability lies the concept of circular economies, 

pioneered with the noble purpose of eliminating waste and promoting the reuse and 

resilience of resources. The theoretical foundations of the CE can be traced to different 

schools of thought and concepts. The definition of the CE depends largely on historical 

and development paths, as well as its function in organizations, industries, or regions. 

While it can be defined as a restorative economic model emphasising the importance 

of utilization and regeneration, it is also seen as an ideal system model or a framework 

of a closed economic system that functions without non-beneficial impacts on the 

natural and economic systems. [5] A restorative model moves us away from the extract-

make-use-dispose (called "take-make-dispose" model”) or linear thinking of a LCE and 

refers to the process of extracting the raw materials from the environment, making 

products, and then throwing them away, where they are eventually collected and sent 

to landfill. Rather, it argues that a closed-loop system that emphasizes reusing and 

regenerating finite resources is an alternate method of achieving sustainability. [6] CE 

is consequently a proactive approach, as it concentrates on pre-empting environmental 

discharge, and current approaches to this economic paradigm are firmly expressed in 

closed-loop operations and the potential release of innovative products and services. 

Summarizing, the circular economy approach is based on four principles called the 

“four R”: Reduction, Reuse, Recycling and Recovery. Reduction means minimizing the 

use of resources and waste generation through efficient production processes and 

sustainable consumption patterns. [7] Reuse refers to extending the life cycle of 

products by reusing materials and components. [8] Recycling is the transforming of 

waste materials into new products, closing the loop in the production-consumption 

cycle. [9] Finally, Recovery means extracting value from waste through processes like 

composting and energy recovery. [10] 

 

Theoretical frameworks 
The literature revealed three frameworks that emerged as the historical foundations for 

firm ability to implement sustainability and CE practices: Triple Bottom Line, 

Resource-Based View, and Dynamic Capabilities. The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) 

framework, introduced by Elkington in 1997, integrates three dimensions: economic, 

environmental, and social, emphasizing that businesses should not only focus on profit 

but also consider their impact on the planet and people. This holistic approach 

encourages companies to balance financial performance with social responsibility and 

environmental stewardship. [11] TBL has been widely adopted in assessing the 

sustainability of business practices, guiding firms in developing strategies that create 

long-term value for all stakeholders. Companies applying the TBL framework may 



engage in activities such as reducing carbon emissions, promoting fair labour practices, 

and supporting community development. For instance, Patagonia, an outdoor clothing 

company, exemplifies TBL principles by committing to environmental sustainability 

using recycled materials and social initiatives like fair trade certification. [12] The 

Resource-Based View (RBV), proposed by Barney in 1991, posits that a firm's 

competitive advantage is derived from its unique resources and capabilities. In the 

context of sustainability and innovation, RBV suggests that firms with valuable, rare, 

inimitable, and non-substitutable resources can develop sustainable innovations that 

differentiate them from competitors. These resources may include technological 

expertise, strong leadership, a culture of innovation, and strategic partnerships. [13] 

RBV is particularly relevant in explaining how firms leverage internal resources to 

innovate sustainably. For example, Tesla's success in the electric vehicle market can be 

attributed to its distinctive resources, such as advanced battery technology, a strong 

brand, and a visionary leadership team. By capitalizing on these resources, Tesla has 

been able to drive sustainable innovation and maintain a competitive edge. [14] The 

Dynamic Capabilities framework, developed by Teece, Pisano, and Shuen in 1997, 

emphasizes a firm's ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external 

competencies to address rapidly changing environments. In sustainability, dynamic 

capabilities enable firms to adapt to evolving regulatory requirements, market demands, 

and technological advancements. This adaptability is crucial for firms seeking to 

innovate and implement circular economy practices. [15] Dynamic capabilities involve 

three main components: sensing opportunities and threats, seizing opportunities, and 

transforming the organization. Companies like Unilever have demonstrated dynamic 

capabilities by continuously adapting their business strategies to align with 

sustainability goals. Unilever's Sustainable Living Plan, which aims to reduce 

environmental impact and increase positive social impact, reflects the company's ability 

to sense market trends, seize opportunities for sustainable growth, and transform its 

operations accordingly. [16] 

 

Drivers and motivations for sustainable practices 
Several influential studies have compellingly argued that socially and ecologically 

responsible business practices are widely regarded as the inevitable "wave of the 

future." These well-researched and thought-provoking studies suggest that early 

engagement in pro-environmental activities holds significant potential to provide a 

substantial competitive advantage in the growing landscape of environmentally 

conscious markets. This advantage is expected to lead to unprecedented success within 

the following years. The argument, grounded in principles of morality and ethics, 

highlights a promising path forward for businesses seeking profitability and 

environmental preservation. [17] 

One of the primary drivers of sustainable and circular economy practices is the growing 

awareness of environmental degradation and resource depletion. Climate change, 

biodiversity loss, and pollution (especially plastic) have pushed governments, 

businesses, and societies to adopt more sustainable consumption and production 

patterns. Sustainable and circular economy frameworks aim to reduce waste, increase 

resource efficiency, and close material loops to mitigate these issues. [18] A significant 



motivator for the adoption of sustainable practices is the potential for economic 

benefits. Peculiar business models can reduce raw material costs, generate new revenue 

streams, and extend the life cycle of products. By embracing circularity, companies can 

reduce operational costs and foster innovation in product design and business models. 

[19] Moreover, governments around the world are increasingly adopting policies that 

encourage or mandate sustainable practices. The European Union’s Circular Economy 

Action Plan and China’s Circular Economy Promotion Law exemplify how 

governments are driving the shift toward sustainability. Regulatory frameworks often 

incentivise businesses to transition to more circular operations or face penalties for 

failing to comply with environmental standards. [20] Additionally, public awareness of 

sustainability issues has increased consumer demand for environmentally friendly 

products and services. Companies are now more motivated to adopt circular economy 

principles to align with changing consumer preferences and demonstrate a commitment 

to corporate social responsibility. Businesses prioritising sustainability can enhance 

their reputation, attract environmentally conscious customers, and differentiate 

themselves from competitors. [10] Finally, technology plays a critical role in enabling 

the implementation of circular economy practices. Advances in digital technologies 

make it easier for companies to monitor and optimize their resource flows, minimizing 

waste and enhancing the circularity of production processes. [21] 

 

Challenges and barriers to implement sustainabile and circular 

economy practices 
The implementation of sustainability, in both practical and theoretical aspects, is 

generally based on many different barriers and obstacles organisations encounter when 

adopting this critical issue. These barriers might also serve as explanations as to why 

the notion of circular economy, with sustainability being one of its fundamental 

elements, has not brought about equal benefits to all organizations. [22]  One of the 

most significant challenges to adopting sustainable and circular economy practices is 

the high upfront cost of transitioning to sustainable business models. Implementing 

circular processes often requires substantial investments in new technologies, 

infrastructure, and training. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), in particular, 

may find it challenging to secure the necessary financial resources to initiate these 

changes. [23] 

Although regulatory frameworks drive these practices, the lack of standardization 

across regions and industries can pose a significant challenge. Differences in policies, 

tax structures, and sustainability standards between countries can create a complex 

regulatory environment for international businesses. This fragmentation makes it 

difficult for companies to fully integrate circular economy practices across their global 

operations. [24] Cultural and organizational inertia can also hinder the adoption of such 

practices. Shifting from a traditional linear business model to a circular one often 

requires a fundamental change in mindset and organizational structure. Employee, 

management, and stakeholder resistance to change can slow implementation. 

Moreover, businesses may struggle to align their operations with circular principles, 

especially if they have deeply entrenched practices centred on the "take-make-dispose" 

approach. [25] In addition, circular economy practices require a systemic approach to 



supply chain management, involving coordination between multiple stakeholders, 

including suppliers, manufacturers, and consumers. Establishing reverse logistics, 

optimizing material flows, and maintaining product quality over multiple life cycles 

can be challenging, particularly for global supply chains. The complexity of these 

systems increases the difficulty of fully integrating circular principles into business 

operations. [26] Finally, while technology can drive the adoption of circular economy 

practices, the availability and accessibility of advanced technologies can be a limiting 

factor. Many regions, particularly developing countries, lack the infrastructure for 

effective waste management, recycling, and resource recovery. Additionally, the digital 

skills required to implement circular economy technologies may not be readily 

available, creating further barriers to widespread adoption. [8] 

 

Business models 
Firms must implement specific business models to adopt sustainability and circular 

economy principles. Sustainable and circular business models are critical in driving 

resource efficiency, minimizing waste, and fostering long-term value creation while 

supporting innovation and resilience in an eco-conscious market. 

Sustainable Business Models (SBMs) are frameworks that integrate environmental, 

social, and economic considerations into the core strategy of a business. They are 

designed to create, deliver, and capture value in ways that benefit the environment and 

society. Unlike traditional models focusing on profit maximization, SBMs emphasize 

long-term value creation by balancing the planet's and society's needs with financial 

returns. Bocken et al. [27] identified several archetypes of SBMs, including creating 

value from waste, substituting with renewables, and delivering functionality rather than 

ownership. These models challenge traditional business practices by prioritizing 

sustainability and long-term value creation. One notable example of an SBM is the 

Product-as-a-Service (PaaS) model, where companies retain ownership of products and 

offer them services. This model incentivizes firms to design durable, repairable, and 

upgradable products, reducing waste and promoting resource efficiency. Philips, for 

instance, offers lighting solutions as a service, retaining ownership of the equipment 

and ensuring its efficient use and eventual recycling. [28] 

Circular business models (CBMs) operationalize CE principles (the “4 Rs”), providing 

practical approaches for firms to create, deliver, and capture value sustainably. In 

literature, we can find different CBMs regarding: 

• Product Life Extension: Business models that extend the life cycle of products 

through repair, refurbishment, and remanufacturing. Caterpillar, for example, 

offers remanufactured engines and components, providing cost savings and 

reducing waste. [29] 

• Sharing Platforms: Platforms that facilitate sharing products and resources, 

reducing the need for individual ownership. Airbnb and Uber are notable examples 

of sharing platforms that optimize resource use. [30] 

• Collaborative Consumption: Business models that promote sharing, renting, or 

leasing products instead of buying new ones. Zipcar's car-sharing service 

exemplifies collaborative consumption by providing vehicle access without 

ownership. [30] 



Sustainable and circular business models are closely related, as both aim to address 

environmental and social challenges while ensuring economic viability. However, 

circular business models take a more focused approach by prioritizing resource 

efficiency and waste elimination through circularity. A company can adopt a circular 

model as a broader sustainable strategy.   

 

Innovation in sustainability and circular economy 
The new economy is built on a solid foundation of sustainability, with a key objective 

being the decoupling of economic growth and societal well-being from the escalating 

and unsustainable consumption of energy and material resources. Within this 

framework, the discourse on the circular economy highlights the crucial role of 

innovation, stressing that it must be predominantly oriented toward sustainability. [31] 

A strong focus on creativity and invention is widely acknowledged as a key feature of 

the complex discourse surrounding innovation in sustainability and the circular 

economy, complementing the core principles of sustainability and resilience. Numerous 

studies propose comprehensive theories of socio-technical innovation (or transition) as 

a fundamental unit of analysis. These theories emphasize a dynamic, constructive, and 

future-oriented conception of innovation, motivated by pursuing positive and 

transformative change. [32] Additionally, it is imperative to recognize the indispensable 

role of institutions in shaping and influencing such innovative behaviour. Institutions, 

at various levels within the respective systems, play an instrumental part in cultivating 

an ecosystem that nurtures sustainable innovation. [33] This ecosystem encompasses 

the micro-level of individual firms, as well as the organizations responsible for the 

consumption of energy and resources. [34] Furthermore, it encompasses inventing and 

developing groundbreaking technologies, transformative products, services, and 

innovative business models intricately tied to such activities. [35] Thus, the holistic 

consideration and integration of innovation at all levels of these systems is critical for 

actualizing a sustainable future. 

Innovation in Sustainability and CE can be divided into socio-cultural and 

technological groups. On the one hand, the proactive exploration and generation of 

ideas by individuals and groups aiming to enhance the quality of life for many can drive 

social and cultural innovations. These innovations often facilitate the realization of 

personal values or collective social goods that benefit society, such as freedom, security, 

participation, and, within this context, sustainability. [36] Sustainability transitions rely 

on the diffusion and adoption of socially driven changes. In this context, social and 

cultural consumption innovations play a key role. Several practices that may enable 

societies to reduce their environmental impact—particularly from specific consumption 

and production—are linked to shifts in the social and cultural motivations and meanings 

associated with consumption. [37] 

On the other hand, in recent years, the digital revolution driven primarily by 

advancements in the Internet of Things (IoT), Blockchain, Big Data and Artificial 

Intelligence (AI)— all underpinned by broadband technology—has made significant 

progress. In this context, the circular economy concept has garnered increasing 

attention from large corporations, financial institutions, policymakers, and politicians 

while fostering the development of new business models. [38] They are aimed to 



support the principles of circular economy and are developing and in place in the global 

market. IoT technologies can enhance resource efficiency by enabling real-time 

monitoring and management of products and processes. For example, smart meters and 

sensors can optimize building energy and water use. [39] Blockchain technology may 

improve transparency and traceability in supply chains, ensuring that materials and 

products are sourced and managed sustainably. Companies like Everledger use 

blockchain to track the provenance of diamonds and other high-value goods. [40] AI 

can optimize production processes, predict maintenance needs, and enhance recycling 

and waste management systems. AI-driven platforms like AMP Robotics use machine 

learning to improve the sorting and processing of recyclable materials. [41] These 

technological advancements have mainly been motivated by the overarching objective 

to achieve sustainable development goals. Among these goals, point number 12, 

focused on sustainable consumption and production, has been particularly influential 

in driving the adoption and promotion of these technological trends. [42] 

Thus, innovation drives firms beyond relying solely on internal capabilities, as 

emphasized by frameworks like the Triple Bottom Line, Resource-Based View, and 

Dynamic Capabilities. Collaboration with external partners is crucial to implementing 

sustainable and circular economy practices. Other peculiar firms, such as Knowledge-

Intensive Business Services (KIBS), play a pivotal role in this collaboration by 

providing specialized expertise, fostering innovation, and enabling firms to integrate 

sustainability into their operations. This external knowledge and support help 

companies overcome limitations in their internal resources and capabilities, ensuring 

more effective and comprehensive adoption of circular economy practices. 

 

Knowledge-Intensive Business Services 
Knowledge-Intensive Business Services (KIBS) are firms characterized by their 

intensive use of specialized knowledge, often requiring professional expertise. 

According to Miles et al. [43], KIBS can be categorized into two broad types: 

Professional KIBS (P-KIBS) and Technological KIBS (T-KIBS). P-KIBS includes 

legal advice, accounting, management consulting, and marketing services, which rely 

on professional expertise and involve complex problem-solving and advisory roles. 

[44] P-KIBS knowledge typically comes from established professional disciplines and 

is applied to meet specific client needs. T-KIBS encompass services related to 

technology and science, such as IT consulting, research and development (R&D), 

engineering services, and technical consultancy. These services require a deep 

understanding of technical and scientific principles and are often involved in 

developing and implementing new technologies. [45] KIBS share several distinctive 

characteristics that differentiate them from other service sectors. They depend on 

specialized knowledge, often tacit, requiring advanced education and training to 

provide tailored solutions to clients. [46] KIBS also interact extensively with clients to 

understand their unique needs and co-produce customized solutions, necessitating close 

relationships and a deep understanding of client contexts. [47] KIBS are inherently 

innovation-driven, continuously seeking to improve their services and develop new 

knowledge and solutions, which is critical in fostering innovation within their firms and 

client base. [48] The service delivery process in KIBS often involves co-production 



with clients, where clients provide essential inputs and collaborate closely with KIBS 

providers to achieve desired outcomes. [44] Furthermore, KIBS firms leverage 

intellectual capital—knowledge, skills, and expertise—as their primary assets, making 

effectively managing this intellectual capital crucial for their success. [49] KIBS play 

multiple economic roles, contributing significantly as knowledge brokers, facilitators 

of innovation, and enhancers of firm capabilities, impacting various economic 

development and competitiveness aspects. They serve as intermediaries in the 

knowledge economy, facilitating the transfer and transformation of knowledge across 

different sectors and firms, acting as bridges between knowledge producers and users, 

and helping to disseminate innovative ideas and practices. [50] KIBS also support the 

innovation processes of client firms by providing specialized knowledge and 

capabilities, engaging in problem-solving and strategic planning, and introducing new 

technologies essential for innovation. [51] Additionally, they enhance client firms' 

operational and strategic capabilities by providing expert services that improve 

processes, adopt new technologies, and develop competitive advantages, helping firms 

adapt to changing market conditions and technological advancements. [52] Innovation 

is fundamental to KIBS, encompassing both the creation of new services and the 

enhancement of existing ones. The innovation process in KIBS is driven by two main 

activities: knowledge exploitation, which involves refining and leveraging existing 

knowledge to improve services and maintain competitiveness, [49] and knowledge 

exploration, which focuses on research and development to generate new knowledge 

and innovative solutions essential for staying competitive. [53] Co-creating knowledge 

with clients is a key aspect of innovation in KIBS, where collaborative efforts develop 

new insights and solutions that enhance service value. [48] Moreover, KIBS are crucial 

in the diffusion of innovations, adapting and implementing new technologies and 

practices across industries, and extending the reach of advanced methods and 

technologies beyond their original contexts. 

 

Research Questions 
In this intricate field, in which even changing innovation contaminates sustainability 

and a circular economy, does marketing play a role in implementing practices to foster 

sustainability and a circular economy? Are there any specialized firms, such as KIBS, 

that help during the implementation process? If yes, is there a connection between these 

specialized companies and the implementing firms marketing strategy? To answer these 

questions, this paper analyzes the literature to provide a complete overview of this 

topic.  

 

METHODOLOGY 
A comprehensive literature research was conducted using Scopus database. We 

performed two Title-Keyword-Abstract research to identify the relevant literature 

regarding Marketing and KIBS in the field of dustainability and circular economy 

practices. The terms used as search keywords were: "(sustainabil* OR circular econ*) 

AND (KIBS OR Knowledge Intensive Business Services)" and “Marketing AND 

(sustainabl* OR circular economy)”. We used a combination of the logical operators 

AND/OR to perform a single exclusive and inclusive research. We decided not to 



restrict to a temporal interval to capture the evolution of the concepts and the latest 

developments in the field. We included Peer-reviewed articles, reviews, books, and 

book chapters; only the literature published in English seminal; and articles belonging 

only to the “Business Management and Accounting” category.  

The data collection process leads to 6136 documents. These documents can be divided 

into two groups: KIBS in Sustainability (n=343) and Business Models (n=5793). 

From these results, we analyzed the most relevant papers for each literature strand to 

identify the most recurrent theme related to the role of marketing and KIBS in fostering 

sustainability and circular economy practices. The following criteria have been used:  

• Relevance: The extent to which the study directly addresses the research questions. 

• Number of Citations: Only works with more than five citations per year. 

• Rigor: The study's methodological soundness, clarity, and robustness of the 

research design and analysis. 

• Credibility: The reputation of the publication source and the authors' qualifications. 

• Contribution: The study’s contribution to understanding KIBS and marketing in 

sustainability and circular economy. 

We found that the most relevant themes were Environmental KIBS and Green 

Marketing. Moreover, Green Marketing can be subdivided into other subcategories: 

consumer behaviour, branding and positioning, storytelling, co-creation, building 

transparency and trust, and engaging with stakeholders. Finally, we qualitatively 

evaluated the possible role of E-KIBS in the firms’ implementation of marketing 

strategies for sustainability and CE. All the methodology flow is reported in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1: Flow Chart describing the methodology adopted for the comprehensive literature 
research. 

RESULTS 



 
The role of marketing in the implementation of sustainability and 

Circular Economy Practices 
Innovation and marketing are closely interlinked in successfully implementing 

sustainability and circular economy (CE) practices. Innovation drives the development 

of eco-friendly products and processes, while marketing plays a critical role in bridging 

the gap between these innovations and consumer awareness, acceptance, and behaviour. 

This relationship is essential because effectively communicating the value of circularity 

and sustainability through marketing strategies drives consumer engagement, builds 

brand loyalty, and helps differentiate products in an increasingly eco-conscious market. 

Marketing helps translate environmental goals into marketable and profitable strategies 

by positioning sustainable products as desirable, promoting long-term value, and 

fostering sustainable consumer habits. 

The marketing in this field is known as Green Marketing or Eco-Marketing. It refers to 

promoting products and services based on their environmental benefits. It is a strategy 

highlighting how a company’s offerings reduce environmental impacts, conserve 

resources, or contribute to sustainability. Green marketing plays a key role in the 

circular economy by emphasizing the benefits of circular products and services—

durability, recyclability, and resource efficiency—thereby appealing to 

environmentally conscious consumers. [54] In the context of circular economy 

practices, green marketing can showcase how products are designed for longer life 

cycles, how they can be easily repaired or upgraded, or how they contribute to reducing 

waste through recycling or reuse. Communicating these aspects effectively helps 

companies differentiate their products in competitive markets, especially as consumer 

demand for sustainable options grows. [55] 

 

Consumer Behaviour 
Understanding consumer behaviour is crucial for effectively marketing circular 

economy practices. Research indicates that consumer attitudes toward sustainability 

have evolved, with a growing population placing importance on environmental 

considerations when purchasing. [56] However, there is often a gap between 

consumers' stated preferences for sustainable products and their actual purchasing 

behaviour, known as the “attitude-behaviour gap.” While many consumers express 

interest in sustainable products, price, convenience, and perceived product quality can 

deter them from making eco-friendly choices. [57] To address this gap, marketers must 

focus on conveying the tangible benefits of circular products. For example, 

emphasizing cost savings from durable or repairable goods or the convenience of 

product-as-a-service models can incentivize consumers to choose circular options. 

Additionally, marketers can appeal to consumers' values by highlighting how their 

purchasing decisions can contribute to broader environmental goals, such as reducing 

waste and conserving resources. [58] 

Shifting consumer behaviour is a key goal of marketing in the circular economy. 

Behavioural change initiatives require sustained engagement and education, such as 

encouraging consumers to repair products instead of replacing them, return products 



for recycling, or participate in sharing platforms. Marketing campaigns emphasising 

ease of participation, rewards for circular behaviour, and community involvement can 

drive long-term behavioural change. [59] 

Marketers can also use behavioural nudges—subtle cues or incentives that encourage 

specific actions—to promote sustainable behaviour. For example, offering discounts 

for returning used products for recycling or highlighting the environmental benefits of 

choosing circular products at the point of sale can nudge consumers toward more 

sustainable choices. [60] 

 

Branding and Positioning 
Branding is a powerful tool for promoting circular economy practices. Companies that 

integrate sustainability into their brand identity can create a strong emotional 

connection with environmentally conscious consumers. Sustainable branding involves 

aligning a company’s core values, mission, and marketing messages with circular 

economy principles, such as resource efficiency, waste reduction, and ethical 

production. [61] Brands that successfully position themselves as leaders in 

sustainability can differentiate themselves from competitors and attract a loyal 

customer base. [62] Companies like Patagonia and IKEA have effectively used their 

brand positioning to promote circular economy initiatives. Patagonia's “Worn Wear” 

program encourages customers to repair and reuse their clothing, reinforcing the 

brand’s commitment to sustainability and resource conservation. Similarly, IKEA’s 

initiatives around product take-back and furniture recycling align with its brand values 

of affordability and sustainability. [63] 

 

Storytelling 

Storytelling is an essential marketing strategy for promoting circular economy 

practices. By telling the story behind a product’s creation, use, and end-of-life, 

companies can engage consumers on an emotional level and create a sense of shared 

responsibility for environmental stewardship. Effective storytelling can make abstract 

concepts like circularity more tangible and relatable for consumers, helping them 

understand the positive impact of their purchasing decisions. [64] For example, brands 

that use recycled materials in their products can highlight the journey of those 

materials—from waste to a new product—thereby creating a narrative that resonates 

with consumers’ desire to contribute to environmental solutions. These stories not only 

promote the product but also reinforce the company’s broader commitment to 

sustainability and circularity. 

 

Co-creation 

Another innovative marketing approach in the circular economy is co-creation, where 

consumers are actively involved in the design, production, or disposal processes of 

products. Co-creation empowers consumers by allowing them to customize products to 

meet their needs or participate in the product’s end-of-life strategy, such as recycling or 

repurposing. This level of involvement fosters a deeper connection between the 

consumer and the brand, increasing loyalty and encouraging sustainable behavior. [65] 

By inviting consumers to contribute ideas for product improvements, recycling 



initiatives, or sharing economy platforms, companies can create a collaborative 

relationship that enhances both brand loyalty and environmental impact. Co-creation 

aligns with the circular economy’s emphasis on shared responsibility and collective 

action in addressing environmental challenges. 

 

Building transparency and trust 
One of the key marketing challenges in the circular economy is simplifying and 

effectively conveying complex ideas like circularity and sustainability in ways that 

connect with consumers. Concepts such as product-as-a-service, leasing, and sharing 

platforms require consumers to shift their mindset from owning products to accessing 

them, from disposable habits to focusing on durability. Marketers must develop clear, 

compelling messages that explain the benefits of circular products and services, 

including lower long-term costs, reduced environmental impacts, and increased product 

value. [10] Moreover, successful communication of circular economy principles hinges 

on transparency and trust. As consumers grow increasingly skeptical of companies 

making exaggerated environmental claims, marketers must avoid greenwashing—

misleading consumers about a product’s environmental benefits. Instead, they should 

adopt transparent strategies that provide verifiable evidence of circular practices, such 

as certifications, lifecycle assessments, or third-party audits. [66] Companies are also 

leveraging storytelling to enhance transparency and trust. By sharing the lifecycle of 

their products, from sourcing to end-of-life, they build deeper connections with 

consumers, reinforcing their commitment to sustainability. This approach not only 

boosts brand loyalty but also encourages consumers to become advocates for 

sustainable practices. Authenticity is critical in marketing circular economy products, 

and companies must ensure that genuine, verifiable practices back all sustainability 

claims. 

 

Engaging with stakeholders 

Effective marketing in a circular economy context is not limited to consumer 

engagement; it also involves collaboration with multiple stakeholders, including 

suppliers, regulators, and environmental organizations. Marketing can help firms build 

solid partnerships and networks that support the circular economy by promoting 

transparency and fostering collaboration across the value chain. [67] This approach 

aligns with sustainability principles, where shared responsibility across the supply 

chain is crucial for creating circular business models. 

 

Environmental KIBS (E-KIBS) 
As mentioned, there has been a growing connection between the circular economy 

paradigm and service research, focusing on how business activities can contribute to 

environmental sustainability. Within this evolving context, the cultural characteristics 

and strategic KIBS have been reinterpreted and expanded within the framework of 

CBMs and practices. [68-70] Exploring the literature, here is a particular subset of 

KIBS that promote the development of CBSs: the Environmental-KIBS (E-KIBS). E-

KIBS specifically cater to environmental needs, offering services in areas such as 



environmental consulting, waste management solutions, renewable energy advisory, 

environmental impact assessments, eco-design and sustainability strategies. [71-75]  

E-KIBS are positioned within the broader KIBS framework as a specialized category 

integrating environmental knowledge with business services. Depending on the nature 

of the services provided, E-KIBS can be seen as a hybrid category that overlaps with 

P-KIBS and T-KIBS. When E-KIBS provide advisory and consulting services, they 

align closely with the characteristics of P-KIBS. These services rely on professional 

expertise in environmental science, policy, and management to deliver customized 

solutions to clients. For instance, environmental consultants provide tailored advice on 

regulatory compliance, environmental strategy, and sustainability reporting, similar to 

the advisory roles found in traditional P-KIBS. [44] E-KIBS that apply green 

technologies and engineering solutions can be classified as T-KIBS. These services 

require specialized technical knowledge in renewable energy, sustainable design, and 

pollution control. E-KIBS in this category focuses on developing and implementing 

technological solutions that enhance environmental performance and are aligned with 

the innovation-driven services of traditional T-KIBS. [48] According to Brouwers and 

De Jong [76], E-KIBS can be broadly categorized into three main areas: Environmental 

Consulting, Sustainable Engineering, and Green Technology Solutions. Environmental 

consulting involves expert advice on environmental policies, regulations, and practices. 

Services include environmental impact assessments, environmental management 

systems, regulatory compliance audits, and sustainability reporting. Consultants work 

with clients to identify environmental risks, develop mitigation strategies, and ensure 

adherence to environmental standards. [77] Sustainable engineering services focus on 

designing and implementing sustainable solutions in construction, manufacturing, and 

other industries. This includes green building design, energy-efficient systems, waste 

management, and water resource management. Sustainable engineers apply 

environmental science and engineering principles to create systems that minimize 

environmental impact and enhance resource efficiency. [78] Green technology 

solutions involve developing and deploying technologies that reduce environmental 

impact. This includes renewable energy technologies, pollution control systems, 

sustainable materials, and green infrastructure. Green technology solutions providers 

work on integrating innovative technologies into business processes to enhance 

environmental performance and reduce carbon footprints. [79] 

The hybrid nature of E-KIBS reflects its dual focus on professional expertise and 

technological innovation. It draws on professional knowledge to provide strategic 

environmental advice and leverages technological capabilities to implement sustainable 

solutions. This dual focus positions E-KIBS uniquely within the KIBS framework, 

bridging the gap between traditional consulting and technical services.  

 

The role of E-KIBS in Green Marketing 
We found no studies relating E-KIBS to Green marketing in the literature. But does this 

mean that E-KIBS are not connected with Green Marketing? The answer is no; there 

are no studies because the field of E-KIBS is still ungrown and poorly developed, but 

we can find some answers to this connection by looking into the KIBS literature as E-

KIBS are a subgroup of them.  



In this way, we extrapolated that Environmental knowledge-intensive Business 

Services can play a key role in offering strategic consulting that helps companies align 

their marketing with sustainable goals. Developing eco-branding, eco-labeling, and 

crafting messages around sustainability helps businesses appeal to environmentally-

conscious consumers. [45] Furthermore, E-KIBS are pivotal in product innovation, 

particularly in designing products that meet sustainability goals and market demands. 

By providing technical knowledge on materials, production processes, and product 

lifecycles, E-KIBS help businesses develop products that can be marketed for 

durability, recyclability, and low environmental impact. In this way, marketing 

departments can position circular products as superior alternatives to traditional 

offerings, enhancing their appeal to consumers. [72]  E-KIBS also help companies 

navigate environmental regulations and acquire sustainability certifications, such as 

ISO 14001 or B Corp, which are powerful tools in marketing. These certifications 

enable businesses to demonstrate transparency and credibility, crucial in an era of 

growing scepticism over greenwashing. Marketing strategies that leverage these 

certifications build consumer trust, making sustainability claims more credible and 

enhancing brand reputation. [66] In addition, E-KIBS provide data-driven insights 

through lifecycle assessments and environmental impact reports, which serve as the 

foundation for transparent marketing campaigns. These campaigns are increasingly 

important as consumers demand proof of sustainability efforts, and marketers can use 

data to substantiate their claims and differentiate their products. [48]  Companies also 

use storytelling as a marketing tool, supported by E-KIBS, to connect consumers with 

the sustainability journey of their products, from sourcing to disposal. This type of 

marketing fosters brand loyalty and encourages consumers to advocate for sustainable 

practices. Authenticity in these marketing messages is vital, and E-KIBS help ensure 

that genuine, sustainable practices back all claims. [80] 

 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, as businesses increasingly transition to sustainable models, marketing 

serves as a critical tool for communicating the value of sustainable innovations to 

consumers and stakeholders. It plays a key role in shaping consumer perceptions, 

building brand loyalty, and promoting eco-friendly behaviors through strategic 

messaging. However, marketing also faces challenges such as the need to convey 

complex circular economy concepts and avoiding greenwashing, where false 

environmental claims are made. Here, the internal capabilities of firms cannot be 

enough thus firms can ask support from other high specialized firms as KIBS. In 

particular, Environmental KIBS may contribute to marketing efforts by providing 

specialized expertise that strengthens the credibility and effectiveness of sustainability 

messaging. These services offer data on environmental impacts, help companies obtain 

sustainability certifications, and ensure compliance with regulations, all of which are 

essential for transparent and trustworthy marketing. Additionally, E-KIBS assist in co-

creation processes, allowing businesses to engage with consumers in the development 

of sustainable products that meet both environmental standards and market demands. 

By combining the strengths of marketing and E-KIBS, companies can more effectively 



promote sustainable practices, build consumer trust, and differentiate their products in 

an increasingly eco-conscious market. 
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