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ENGLISH SUMMARY 

A Circular Economy (CE) is one where resources embedded inside products 
are maintained inside the economy for as long as possible and at their highest 
potential value. Developing CE can alleviate pressure from economic 
activities on ecosystems by reducing resource exploitation and waste 
generation and help create a more sustainable economy.   

Public sector organizations can help drive a transition towards circularity by 
increasing the uptake of products and services derived from Circular Business 
Models (CBM). These business models offer solutions to the market, including 
products designed to circulate in society and the services that facilitate their 
circulation. Procuring such product and services involves practices that differ 
from institutionalized forms of procurement. As a result, a unique practice 
and academic field has formed around this procurement strategy under the 
name of Circular Public Procurement (CPP).  

Implementing CPP in practice can improve the resource efficiency of public 
sector organizations and due to the volume of their purchasing power, it can 
incentivize the development and diffusion of CBM. While the benefits of CPP 
are widely accepted, its implementation is at an early stage and significant 
knowledge gaps remain regarding how to manage this process. Similarly, 
CBMs have proven to be effective in delivering competitive circular products 
and services to the market. However, their growth and diffusion remains 
limited, since they face inherent contradictions within an economic system 
that is predominantly set up to promote linear business models.   

In this context, the goal of the dissertation is to provide research-based 
insights and recommendations that can help in the development and 
implementation of CPP and CBM. To operationalize this goal, three research 
questions are formulated and answered across three content chapters thesis.  

Analyzing and advancing the concept of CPP is the focus of chapter 3. This is 
achieved through a systematic literature review, which results in a new CPP 
conceptual framework that advances and systematizes current knowledge on 
the topic of CPP. The framework integrates a variety of research streams 
related to the field into a coherent structure that provides conceptual clarity 
by dividing CPP into four main components: procedure, scope, supporting 
tools and organizational context. In turn, each is divided into subcomponents 
which denote a specific aspect of CPP that so far has been analyzed in 



XI 

literature. Such framework sets a new baseline for the field and facilitates its 
advancement by framing further analysis of its constituent elements.  

Chapter 4 is focused on the analysis of one of the main tools that can facilitate 
the implementation of CPP, namely market consultations. In the legal 
framework of the Procurement Directive (2014/24/EU) from the European 
Union, market consultations consist of interactions between buyers and 
potential suppliers, taking place in the pre-competitive phase of procurement, 
conducted with the objective of improving the execution of a procurement 
project. Direct dialogues between buyers and potential suppliers are 
considered crucial in CPP projects, as these interactions can facilitate the 
inclusion of circularity at the core of the procurement project. An empirical 
investigation of market consultations is presented in the chapter, and an 
overview of their processes and tensions is provided. By identifying key 
subprocess and the main tensions faced in market consultations, it was 
possible to develop practice recommendations which can address such 
tensions and improve the effectiveness of market consultations in CPP.   

Paradoxical tensions in CBM are explored in chapter 5. These tensions are 
unique, as they arise from conflicting, yet interconnected elements within the 
business model. Drawing from paradox theory, which helps explain conflicts 
in organizational management, this chapter outlines the main tensions faced 
by CBM, and their related management strategies, based on an empirical 
investigation supported by a literature review. Understanding the tensions 
faced by CBM is crucial to promote the implementation of CPP and to conduct 
procurement in such a way that these challenges are taken into consideration.  

Lastly, Chapter 6 integrates insights from the previous three chapters into a 
cross-cutting discussion of the innovation dynamics of CPP and their 
influence on both the development of innovative CBM as well as innovative 
practices (beyond procurement) in public sector organizations. Moreover, the 
discussion addresses the potential benefits of bridging paradox theory into 
the field of CPP.  

Overall, the dissertation meets its main goal of advancing the development 
and implementation of CPP and CBM in four ways. Firstly, it develops a state 
of the art as well as new conceptualization of CPP which structures the diffuse 
and increasing knowledge of the field. Secondly, it provides an in-depth 
empirical and conceptual analysis of market consultations, which is one of the 
main tools for facilitating the implementation of CPP in practice. Thirdly, it 
outlines the main paradoxical tensions faced by CBM, which not only helps 
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in the management of such business models, but in developing procurement 
practices taking such tensions into consideration. Lastly, the main theoretical 
insights are translated into practice-oriented recommendations that can help 
facilitate the implementation and diffusion of CPP.  
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DANSK RESUME 

En cirkulær økonomi (CE) er den økonomi, hvor ressourcer, der er indlejret i 
produkter, bevares i økonomien så længe som det nu er muligt og med deres 
højeste potentielle værdi. Udvikling af CE kan afhjælpe presset fra 
økonomiske aktiviteter på økosystemer gennem reducering af 
ressourceudnyttelse og affaldsgenerering og bidrage til at skabe en mere 
bæredygtig økonomi. 

Offentlige organisationer kan hjælpe med at fremme en overgang til 
cirkularitet gennem forøgelse af udbredelsen af produkter og tjenester, som 
afledes af cirkulære forretningsmodeller (CBM). Disse forretningsmodeller 
tilbyder cirkulære løsninger på markedet, herunder produkter, der er 
designet til at cirkulere i samfundet og de tjenester, som letter deres 
cirkulation. Indkøb af cirkulære løsninger, der adskiller sig fra 
institutionaliserede former, involverer indkøb. Som følge heraf dannes der et 
unikt praksis- og akademisk felt omkring denne indkøbsstrategi under navnet 
Cirkulære Offentlige Indkøb (CPP). 

Implementering af CPP i praksis kan forbedre ressourceeffektiviteten for 
organisationer i den offentlige sektor og på grund af størrelsen af deres 
købekraft kan det tilskynde til udvikling og spredning af CBM. Mens 
fordelene ved CPP er bredt accepteret, er implementeringen på et tidligt 
stadium og der er stadig betydelige informationshuller med hensyn til, 
hvordan denne proces skal kunne styres. På samme måde har CBM'er vist sig 
at være effektive til at kunne levere konkurrencedygtige cirkulære produkter 
og tjenester til markedet. Deres vækst og udbredelse er dog fortsat begrænset, 
siden de står over for iboende modsætninger i et økonomisk system, der 
overvejende er bygget op til at fremme lineære forretningsmodeller.  

Målet med denne afhandling er i denne sammenhæng at give 
forskningsbaseret indsigt og anbefalinger, som kan hjælpe i udvikling og 
implementering af CPP og CBM. For at operationalisere dette mål behandles 
og besvares tre forskningsspørgsmål på tværs af tre indholdskapitler.  

Analysere og fremme begrebet CPP er fokus i kapitel 3. Dette opnås gennem 
en systematisk litteraturgennemgang, som resulterer i en ny CPP 
begrebsramme, som afspejler feltets seneste fremskridt og integrerer indsigt 
fra relaterede forskningsstrømme. Rammen systematiserer viden om CPP 
som afledes af en række forskningsstrømme til en sammenhængende 
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struktur, som giver begrebsmæssig klarhed ved at opdele CPP i fire 
hovedkomponenter: procedure, omfang, understøttende værktøjer og 
organisatorisk kontekst. Til gengæld opdeles hver del i underkomponenter, 
som betegner et specifikt aspekt af CPP, som hidtil er blevet analyseret i 
litteraturen. En sådan ramme kan hjælpe med at sætte en ny baseline for feltet 
og lette yderligere udforskning af de forskellige elementer af CPP, som 
allerede er inkluderet i rammen eller til at skubbe feltet frem gennem analyse 
af elementer, som endnu ikke er blevet undersøgt. 

Kapitel 4 er fokuseret på analyse af et af de vigtigste værktøjer, der kan lette 
implementeringen af CPP, nemlig markedskonsultationer. I den retslige 
ramme for Den Europæiske Unions indkøbsdirektiv (2014/24/EU) består 
markedshøringer af interaktioner mellem købere og potentielle leverandører, 
der finder sted i den prækonkurrerende fase af indkøb, som blev udført med 
det formål at forbedre udførelsen af et indkøbsprojekt. Direkte dialoger 
mellem købere og potentielle leverandører anses for at være afgørende i CPP-
projekter, da disse interaktioner kan lette inddragelsen af cirkularitet i kernen 
af indkøbsprojektet. En empirisk undersøgelse af markedskonsultationer 
præsenteres i dette kapitel og der gives et overblik over deres processer og 
spændinger. Ved at identificere centrale delprocesser og de vigtigste 
spændinger, som markedshøringer står over for, har det været muligt at 
udvikle praksisanbefalinger, som kan adressere sådanne spændinger og 
forbedre effektiviteten af markedshøringer i CPP. 

Paradoksale spændinger i CBM bliver udforsket i kapitel 5. Disse spændinger 
er unikke, da de opstår fra modstridende, men dog indbyrdes forbundne 
elementer i forretningsmodellen. Med udgangspunkt i paradoksteorien 
skitserer dette kapitel de vigtigste spændinger, som CBM står over for og 
deres relaterede ledelsesstrategier, der er baseret på en empirisk undersøgelse 
som er understøttet af en litteraturgennemgang. At forstå de spændinger, som 
CBM står over for er afgørende for at fremme implementeringen af CPP og 
for at gennemføre indkøb på en sådan måde, at disse udfordringer bliver taget 
i betragtning  

Endelig integrerer kapitel 6 indsigter fra de foregående tre kapitler i en 
tværgående diskussion af innovationsdynamikken i CPP og deres indflydelse 
på både udviklingen af innovativ CBM såvel som innovativ praksis (ud over 
indkøb) i offentlige organisationer. Desuden behandler denne diskussion de 
potentielle fordele gennem at bygge bro over paradoksteorien til CPP-
området.  
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Alt i alt opfylder denne afhandling sit hovedmål om at fremme udviklingen 
og implementeringen af CPP og CBM på fire måder. For det første udvikler 
man et kunstværk sideløbende med den nye begrebsdannelse af CPP, som 
strukturerer udbredt og voksende viden om feltet. For det andet giver det en 
dybdegående empirisk og konceptuel analyse af markedshøringer, som er et 
af de vigtigste værktøjer til at lette den praktiske implementering af CPP. For 
det tredje opsummerer den de vigtigste paradoksale spændinger, som CBM 
står over for, hvilket hjælper ikke kun med at styre sådanne 
forretningsmodeller, men også med at udvikle indkøbspraksis under 
hensyntagen til sådanne spændinger. Endelig omsættes grundlæggende 
teoretisk viden til praktiske anbefalinger, som kan hjælpe med at lette 
implementeringen og formidlingen af CPP. 

  



CIRCULAR ECONOMY AND PUBLIC PROCUREMENT: DIALOGUES, PARADOXES AND INNOVATION 

XVI 

RESUMEN EN ESPAÑOL  

Una Economía Circular (EC) es aquella en la que recursos materiales que 
forman parte de productos se mantienen dentro de la economía por el mayor 
tiempo posible y en su máximo valor. Desarrollar una EC puede aliviar la 
presión que ejercen las actividades económicas sobre los ecosistemas al 
reducir la explotación de recursos y generación de desechos y así ayudar a 
crear una economía más sustentable.  

Las organizaciones del sector público pueden ayudar a impulsar una 
transición circular al incrementar su consumo de productos y servicios 
derivados de Modelos de Negocio Circular (MNC). Estos modelos de negocio 
ofrecen soluciones al mercado incluyendo productos diseñados para circular 
en la sociedad y servicios auxiliares que permiten su circulación. La 
contratación pública de estos productos y servicios involucra prácticas que 
difieren de las formas institucionalizadas de contratación lo cual ha resultado 
en la formación de un campo académico y de prácticas alrededor de esta 
estrategia de contratación bajo el nombre de Contratación Publica Circular 
(CPC). 

Implementar CPC en la práctica puede mejorar la eficiencia en el uso de los 
recursos de las organizaciones del sector público y debido al volumen del 
poder de compra de estas organizaciones, puede incentivar el desarrollo y 
difusión de MNC. Los beneficios de CPC son ampliamente reconocidos, sin 
embargo, su implementación se encuentra en una etapa temprana. Así mismo, 
existen importantes brechas de conocimiento en cuestión del manejo del 
proceso de implementación. De la misma manera, los MNC han demostrado 
ser capaces de presentar de manera eficiente productos y servicios circulares 
al mercado, sin embargo, su difusión y crecimiento se mantiene limitado ya 
que se enfrentan con contradicciones inherentes a un sistema económico 
predominantemente establecido para promover modelos de negocio lineares.  

En este contexto, el objetivo de esta tesis doctoral es proporcionar 
conocimientos y recomendaciones que puedan avanzar el desarrollo e 
implementación de la CPC y los MNC. Para operacionalizar este objetivo tres 
preguntas de investigación son formuladas y respondidas a lo largo de los 
capítulos de la tesis.  
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El foco del capítulo 3 es el análisis y desarrollo del concepto de CPC. Esto se 
lleva a cabo a través de una revisión sistemática de literatura la cual resulta 
en un nuevo marco conceptual de CPC que avanza y sistematiza el 
conocimiento existente en el tema de CPC.  El marco conceptual presentado 
integra conocimientos de corrientes de investigación relacionadas al tema en 
una estructura coherente que provee claridad conceptual al dividir CPC en 4 
componentes principales: proceso, alcance, herramientas de soporte y 
contexto organizacional. A su vez, cada componente es integrado por 
subcomponentes los cuales indican un elemento de CPC el cual ha sido objeto 
de análisis en la literatura existente. Este marco conceptual define una nueva 
línea base en el campo académico de CPC y facilita su avance al enmarcar la 
subsecuente exploración de los diferentes elementos que lo integran. 

El capítulo 4 se centra en el análisis de una de las principales herramientas de 
soporte en la implementación de CPC, en concreto, las consultas de mercado. 
En el marco de la Directiva 2014/24 de la Unión Europea, las consultas de 
mercado son consideradas como las interacciones entre compradores y 
proveedores potenciales, llevadas a cabo en la etapa precompetitiva de la 
adquisición, con vistas de preparar y mejorar la ejecución del proyecto de 
contratación. El diálogo directo entre compradores públicos y proveedores 
potenciales es considerado como un elemento crucial en los proyectos de CPC, 
ya que esta interacción puede facilitar la incorporación de elementos 
circulares en el núcleo del proyecto de compra. El capítulo 4 presenta una 
investigación empírica de las consultas de mercado y proporciona una 
descripción general de sus procesos y tensiones. Tras identificar los 
subprocesos clave y las principales tensiones enfrentadas en las consultas de 
mercado, fue posible desarrollar recomendaciones prácticas que pueden 
abordar tales tensiones y mejorar la efectividad de las consultas de mercado 
en CPC. 

El capítulo 5 explora tensiones paradójicas en MNC. Estas tensiones son 
únicas ya que emergen de elementos conflictivos y a la vez interconectados 
dentro del modelo de negocio. Partiendo de la teoría de paradoja, la cual 
ayuda a explicar conflictos en la gestión organizacional, este capítulo describe 
las principales tensiones paradójicas a las cuales los gestores de MNC se 
enfrentan, así como las estrategias utilizadas para manejar dichas tensiones. 
El estudio se basa en datos empíricos respaldados por una revisión sistemática 
de literatura.  
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Circular economy is introduced in this chapter as the general topic of the dissertation, 
elaborating the specific areas where research was conducted, namely circular public 
procurement and business models. Afterwards, the aim of the dissertation and the 
main research questions are presented. The chapter concludes by presenting the 
context upon which the PhD was conducted and providing a reading guide.  

1.1. INTRODUCTION TO CIRCULAR ECONOMY  
In 1973, the report “Limits to Growth” raised international awareness of the 
ecological consequences of an economy perpetually aiming to grow within a 
planet of limited resources (Jackson, 2009). Since then, the understanding of 
the impact of human economic activities has only increased, and undeniable 
evidence that climate change, biodiversity loss and mass extinction is a direct 
result of human activity is mounting (Masson-Delmotte et al., 2018). 
Following “business as usual” not only threatens the biological systems of the 
planet but also undermines the achievement of human development goals 
such as poverty alleviation, social equity, and inter-generational justice 
(O’Neill et al., 2018). To have an economy that respects the ecological 
boundaries of the planet but also allows equitable human flourishing, it is 
necessary to transform the systems of production and consumption of society 
(Bengtsson et al., 2018). In this context, the concept of circular economy (CE) 
has emerged in recent years as a potential solution for developing sustainable 
systems of production and consumption.  

The precise definition and scope of CE are still under debate, and it is more 
appropriate to consider the variety of CE discourses rather than a unified 
understanding of the concept (Korhonen et al., 2018). However, at its core, CE 
can be considered as a resource management strategy whose goal is creating 
a cyclical flow of resources within the economy to minimize the need to 
incorporate further resource inputs and to reduce waste (Cecchin et al., 2021). 
Resources, i.e., energy and matter, can be found inside the economy, 
embedded in its products, components and materials. Overall, CE is focused 
on keeping products, components and materials in use at their highest 
possible value, for the longest possible time and in the most efficient manner 
(Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017). This can be achieved by creating 
resource “loops” through reuse, repair, refurbishment, remanufacture and 
recycling (Stahel and Clift, 2015). A precise definition of these interventions is 
provided in Table 1-1.  
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The first loop, reuse, refers to utilizing products or components for their 
intended purpose after their initial use-life has ended (European Parliament 
and Council, 2009). The following loops, which are repair, refurbishment and 
remanufacture, are service interventions that allow product lifetime extension 
by preserving the integrity of the product, i.e., maintaining its original 
function (den Hollander, Bakker and Hultink, 2017). Service interventions 
differ in terms of their technical complexity and, often, the geographical scale 
and volume in which they can be performed (Stahel and Clift, 2015). For 
example, reuse and repair can be performed locally, whereas 
remanufacturing in most cases involves transporting faulty products 
internationally to the original manufacturing facilities. Overall, the necessary 
resources for each intervention can vary significantly. Therefore, as a rule of 
thumb, products should be reused if possible and repaired, refurbished or 
remanufactured only when necessary, always performing the minimum 
necessary service intervention in order to restore a product to its original state 
(den Hollander, Bakker and Hultink, 2017).  

The last loop, recycling, means transforming waste into secondary raw 
materials. This takes place at the material level, rather than the product or 
component level. The limitations of recycling are well documented, including 
the progressive loss of quality from recycled materials, the need for increased 
inputs from virgin raw materials and the increasing energy requirements for 
subsequent recycling processes (Cooper, 2020). Furthermore, the over-
emphasis of industry on recycling, instead of implementing other loops of CE, 
has been criticized since it fails to address consumption patterns and 
perpetrates a culture of waste production (Valenzuela and Böhm, 2017). 
Therefore, while necessary; recycling should be considered the last resort in a 
CE course of action.  

While resource circulation is crucial, developing CE also requires reducing 
the amount of resources that are introduced into the system in the first place. 
This can be achieved through a combination of efficiency and sufficiency 
(Jaeger-Erben et al., 2021). Efficiency refers to reducing the amount of 
resources used in the production, distribution and use-phase of products, 
whereas sufficiency refers to an absolute reduction in the volume of 
consumption (Figge, Young and Barkemeyer, 2014). From this perspective, 
reduce (efficiency) and refuse (sufficiency) are important CE strategies for 
reducing resource use (Reike, Vermeulen and Witjes, 2017).  
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CE 
Principles 

Description 
Related 

Strategies 
Definition Reference 

Slowing 

Prolonging the 
time that 

resources flow 
inside the 

economy by 
preserving 

product integrity 
and collaborative 

consumption 

Reuse 

Any operation by 
which a product or 

its components, 
having reached the 

end of their first 
use, are used for 

the same purpose 
for which they 
were conceived 

European 
Parliament 

and Council, 
2009 

Repair 

Fixing a fault in a 
product without 

extending a 
guarantee on the 
whole product 

European 
Environment 
Agency, 2018 

Refurbishment 

Returning a 
product to good 

working condition 
by replacing major 
components and 

making “cosmetic” 
changes to update 

its appearance 

Remanufacture 

Returning a 
product or 

component to the 
performance 

specification of the 
original equipment 

manufacturer 

Closing 

Creating a closed 
loop between 
waste streams 

and production, 
preventing waste 

from being 
released into the 
environment and 

providing 
secondary raw 

materials 

Recycling 

Reprocessing in a 
production process 

the waste 
materials for the 
original purpose 

or for other 
purposes but 

excluding energy 
recovery 

European 
Parliament 

and Council, 
2009 
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In order to facilitate the implementation of the different CE loops (reuse, 
repair, remanufacturing, etc.) it is necessary to “design-out waste” (Kirchherr, 
Reike and Hekkert, 2017). This means embedding CE principles in the design 
phase of products, services and systems (Ceschin and Gaziulusoy, 2016). This 
might mean designing products with high durability and which can be easily 
repaired. Moreover, circular design can involve the transition from non-
renewable to renewable energy and material sources, which is necessary for 
the regeneration of natural systems and creating an economy that is 
restorative and regenerative by design (Brais Suárez-Eiroa et al., 2019).  

Building on the work of Stahel (2016), Bocken et al. (2016) argued that CE can 
be summarized in three main resource management strategies: slowing, 
closing and narrowing. Closing resource flows involves stopping resources 
from leaving the economic system; slowing resource flows means prolonging 
and preserving the time that resources circulate inside the economy; and 
narrowing means reducing the use of resources introduced into the system in 
the first place (Bocken et al., 2016). These three resource flows, in addition to 
a circular product design, can be considered CE principles as they denote the 
foundations for creating circular systems of production and consumption. An 
overview of CE principles and strategies is provided in Table 1-1. 

To achieve a societal transformation towards CE, the cooperation between 
private companies, consumers, the public sector and civil society is necessary 
The interaction between multiple social actors can help consolidate the drive 
towards circularity as well as set up synergies (Fratini, Georg and Jørgensen, 
2019). For example, supply chain limitations in terms of critical raw materials 
may create an incentive to certain industries for adopting CE practices related 
to take-back of products for remanufacturing. Such drive can be strengthened 
by consumer demands for accessible and high-quality remanufactured 
products. Standardization organizations can support such drive by 

Narrowing 

Reducing the use 
of resources 

through 
efficiency, 

sufficiency and 
reliance on 
renewable 
resources 

Reduce 

Lowering 
resources used in 
and by products 
from a life-cycle 

perspective 
Figge et al., 

2014 

Refuse 
Reduce volume of 

consumption 

Table 1-1: Circular economy principles and strategies 
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developing standards that detailed remanufacturing requirements whilst the 
public sector can support this transition by putting in place a regulatory 
framework that incentivizes product remanufacture. Lastly, civil society 
organizations can help push the CE agenda and provide input and monitoring 
for the development of such policies and practices.  

While a CE transition requires such multi-actor collaboration, research on CE 
so far has mostly focused on exploring and promoting the implementation of 
CE principles in commercial companies (Kirchherr and van Santen, 2019). In 
comparison to commercial companies, the role of the public sector in CE has 
been less explored (Klein and Ramos, 2020). However, this gap in the 
literature as well as the importance of the role of the public sector in a CE 
transition is more and more recognized (Droege, Raggi and Ramos, 2021). 
This has led to the emergence of a sub-field within the CE literature focused 
on exploring the role of public sector organizations in a CE transition.  

Overall, the role of the public sector in a CE transition is two-fold: developing 
an adequate regulatory framework for facilitating a transition toward CE and 
transforming its own consumption practices. In the following section, the 
latter role (as a strategic consumer) is introduced. 

1.2. THE PUBLIC SECTOR AS A STRATEGIC CONSUMER  
The term “public sector” captures a broad range of public sector organizations 
(PSOs). Some have direct responsibility for policy development and 
enforcement, such as ministries, regional authorities or municipalities. 
Others, like schools and hospitals, focus on delivering a variety of services for 
society such as healthcare and education.  

PSOs with legislative responsibilities have a direct influence in developing an 
adequate institutional framework for incentivizing circularity by other 
companies and consumers (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2015). A relevant 
examples of such policy development has been taking place at the European 
Union (EU) level with the two CE action plans released by the European 
Commission, the first in 2015 and the second in 2020 (European Commission, 
2020). The CE action plans set the agenda for a CE transition in Europe and 
comprise a variety of policies, targets and recommendations related to 
product manufacturing, public consumption, consumer information and 
labeling, waste handling and secondary markets (McDowall et al., 2017).  
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Regardless of their participation in the legislative process, all PSOs require 
resources, i.e., materials and energy, to perform their functions and fulfil their 
objectives. At the same time, these processes generate waste (Klein and 
Ramos, 2020). Therefore, the implementation of resource management 
strategies is also relevant in the context of PSOs. Unlike manufacturing firms, 
PSOs are service providers; therefore, their inputs are not raw materials but 
rather finished goods, such as equipment in public hospitals, furniture in 
public schools, catering services in parliament, government buildings, etc. 
These inputs are obtained from the market through public procurement (PP), 
which can be broadly understood as the process through which PSOs obtain 
the necessary products and services from the market to fulfil their tasks.  

In the EU, PP is regulated by EU Directive 24, which defines it as the 
“acquisition by means of a public contract of works, supplies or services by 
one or more contracting authorities from economic operators chosen by those 
contracting authorities, whether or not the works, supplies or services are 
intended for a public purpose” (European Union, 2014). On average, PSOs 
spend around 14 percent of the total Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on 
procuring products, works and services from the market (European 
Comission, 2019). This represents a significant purchasing power, which, if 
used strategically, can act as a tool for influencing the market toward 
sustainable production and consumption practices (Sjåfjell and Wiesbrock, 
2016).  

A long tradition exists of using the purchasing power of the public sector 
strategically to achieve social and economic objectives in European countries 
(McCrudden, 2015). The most institutionalized policy is green public 
procurement (GPP), where environmental considerations, i.e., minimum 
requirements or award criteria, are developed by the European Commission 
for selected products groups, and made available for all PSOs to incorporate 
into the procurement process (Cheng et al., 2017). Other procurement policies 
promoted at the EU level are socially responsible public procurement (SRPP), 
aimed at creating social value and taking social responsibility for 
consumption in the public sector, and innovative procurement (IP), which is 
a way of promoting innovation in the private sector and in the way public 
services are delivered.  

Since the release of the first CE action plan, the European Commission has 
emphasized the importance of levering PP to promote CE. Some of the 
strategies outlined in the document include developing GPP criteria on 
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reparability and remanufacturing, making some GPP mandatory, and 
improving GPP monitoring (European Commission, 2020). However, the 
European Commission did not push the concept of circular public 
procurement until 2017 (European Commission, 2017). 

1.2.1. CIRCULAR PUBLIC PROCUREMENT 
In broad terms, circular public procurement (CPP) refers to a variety of 
strategies used by PSOs to create effective demand for circular products and 
services in the market. In this way, CPP can drive the uptake of circular 
solutions from the market, making the purchasing power of the public sector 
a direct tool for incentivizing a CE transition (Milios, 2017). Besides being a 
tool for incentivizing the market to offer CE products and services, CPP is also 
a key strategy for improving the environmental performance of PSOs by 
helping them reduce their own resource consumption and waste generation 
(Klein and Ramos, 2020).  

In practice, CPP can take the form of procuring “circular” products (Alhola et 
al., 2019); “circular” is a broad label used to describe products with certain 
characteristics, such as outstanding quality, ease of repair, high recycled 
material content, energy efficiency, etc. These product characteristics can 
improve resource efficiency and facilitate the use of service interventions 
(Bocken et al., 2016). PSOs can set different forms of requirements and award 
criteria that incentivize suppliers to deliver these types of circular products, 
for example, awarding increasing points to suppliers who deliver higher 
percentages of recycled content or provide extended commercial guarantees.  

Another way to implement CPP is through commercial agreements in which 
products are not purchased by the PSO but rather leased or rented, or when 
simply their functionality is purchased (Witjes and Lozano 2016). Examples 
include lighting instead of lamps, multi-modal transportation services instead 
of a car fleet and working spaces instead of furniture.  To incentivize the 
offering of such functional contracts, public sector organizations must 
translate their organizational needs into functional requierements rather than, 
or in some cases, in addtion to, product specifications.  

Lastly, besides product caracteristics and functional contracts, CPP can also 
be implemented in the form of novel systemic solutions (Yeow, Uyarra and 
Gee, 2015). This involves creating new product and service arrangements, for 
example by comibinig previously separate services, into new systemic 
solutions provided based on circular products and services.   
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As Kristensen et al. (2021) explain, procurement should be conducted in a way 
that prioritizes CE principles. Therefore, from a procedural perspective, CPP 
begins by reconsidering whether purchasing is necessary to fulfill the 
emergent needs of an organization or if a solution can be achieved by 
resources already existing inside it (European Commission, 2017). If a 
purchase is inevitable, then it should be conducted in a manner that facilitates 
resource circulation and aligns with the inertia principle, i.e., prioritizing 
reuse, then repair, refurbishment and remanufacturing and, lastly, recycling.  

The main task of PSOs in CPP is to create an effective circular demand by 
expressing their organizational needs in such a way that the market can use 
circularity as a value proposition. As elaborated above, this can be translated 
in practice into requests for circular products, services or systemic solutions 
(Alhola, 2018). After the organizational needs of the purchasing organization 
have been translated into requests to the market, contracting authorities must 
assess the bids received by the different economic operators interested in 
obtaining the contract. In line with Article 67 of the Procurement Directive, 
purchasers must award the contract to the tender with the a) lowest price, b) 
best cost-effectiveness or c) best price-quality ratio, where quality can include 
qualitative, environmental or social criteria linked to the subject matter of the 
contract.  

The assessment of tenders in CPP projects is preferably undertaken using a 
price-quality ratio, where “price” is evaluated based on a life-cycle costing 
methodology such as the total cost of ownership and quality includes  
circularity aspects (Jacobson, Carlson and Lindahl, 2021). Circularity can be 
translated into requirements or award criteria related to resource-saving 
potentials. Once objective and measurable award criteria have been 
established for both functionality and circularity, purchasers must assign a 
relative value (weighting) to each criterion. Assigning a high value to 
circularity aspects and utilizing life-cycle costing methodologies is crucial for 
incentivizing the market toward offering circular value propositions (Braulio-
Gonzalo and Bovea, 2020).  

CPP is focused in procuring circular solutions which at times may be 
innovations to the market, or innovative to the procuring organization. In this 
context, market consultations can be conducted in the pre-competitive phase 
of the project (i.e. before the call for tenders is released) to increase knowledge 
of market capacities, discuss risks and opportunities, and overall prepare 
better procurement documents (Semple, 2015).  
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Purchasers can conduct market consultations in a variety of ways, from phone 
calls, desktop research, plenary meetings or one-on-one technical dialogues. 
(Lenferink et al., 2014). From this array of options, (Alhola, Salo, et al., 2017) 
considered that market dialogues are the most beneficial in the context of 
innovative procurement projects i.e. CPP. They define market dialogues as a 
two-way interaction between buyers and suppliers, conducted in the pre-
competitive phase of procurement, where the potential service providers 
provide expertise on the topic, and the procurement unit retains power of 
decision-making regarding the direction of the procurement project.  

1.3. CIRCULAR BUSINESS MODELS 
So far, CPP has been adressed from the perspective and tasks related to the 
purchasing organization. However, equally important is to adressed the role 
of suppliers in the development of CPP. From a supplier perspective, CPP 
requires unique business models that allow creating, delivering and capturing 
value through circularity. In other words, it requieres Circular Busines 
Models (CBM). 

CBM represent a system of value creation, delivery and capture that allows 
companies to slow, close and narrow resource flows in an economically 
profitable manner (Guldmann and Huulgaard, 2020). To create such a system 
of value creation, firms must reorganize both the way their products are 
designed, manufactured, and distributed and their revenue models and cost 
structures, thereby creating value through circularity (Jørgensen and 
Remmen, 2018). For example, a firm whose main business model is selling 
vacuum cleaners can transition to a CBM by selling the functionality of its 
machines in the form of a guaranteed functional time for its customers. From 
a product design perspective, this transition to a CBM requires the 
development of more durable, functional and repairable machines. Moreover, 
marketing strategies, channels of communication, consumer service and even 
legal aspects need to be reorganized to match the new business model. 
Overall, CBM are the main mechanism in which CE can be implemented in 
private sector organizations since they transform circularity interventions into 
sources of value creation which makes them adequate to deal with the 
constant pressure that companies have in relation to remain profitable and 
competitive in the market. 

In practice, CBM can take a wide variety of forms  depending on a variety of 
factors—e.g., the market in which the firm operates, industry practices and 
technological development (Ramsheva et al. 2020). This makes each CBM 
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designing buildings with flexible layouts to reduce the need for resources 
(Salonen and Vangsbo, 2019). Overall, while PSS are fundamental for 
promoting circularity in procurement, in practice, CPP projects can draw from 
a wide variety of CBM.  

All forms of CBM are important for the development of CPP, however, some 
forms are more relevant than others in the context of public sector 
organizations. For example, circular supplies (which are raw materials) are 
not purchased directly by the public sector, in turn, public organizations 
behave like service industry organizations and their spending is mostly 
associated with finished goods.  

1.4. PROBLEM FORMULATION 
CPP is a key lever in a CE transition in society since it helps improve resource 
efficiency in the organizational practices of the public sector, incentivizes the 
market of circular solutions and promotes the development of CBM. Whilst 
the benefits of circular procurement are widely recognized, its 
implementation is not widespread which can be explained in part due to 
challenges and limitations related both to procurement capabilities of public 
sector organizations (demand) and current limitations of CBM, from which 
circular products and services are derived (supply). 

From the perspective of procurement organizations, CPP presents 
challengues since it involves procurement practices that differ from the 
standarized off-the-shelf purchasing such as the utilization of functional 
contracts for durable goods, development of circular product criteria and 
extended and closer interactions between buyers and suppliers (Jacobson, 
Carlson and Lindahl, 2021). A lack of familiarity of such procedures along 
with the resource demands for conducting such innovative forms of 
procurement places a significant barrier in the diffusion of CPP practices in 
the public sector (Kristensen et al., 2021)  

From the perspective of market actors providing circular solutions, CPP may 
phase limitations of CBM to supply goods and services according to the 
unique size and specific requierements that public sector organizations 
demand (Dalhmar 2019). Such limitations may be derived from a lack of 
development of the business model, or a lack of diffusion across the industry. 
This is particularly relevant in public markets which prioritize the use 
competition as a way of driving the value for money obtained in each 
purchase. Furthermore, market actors may be dettered from participating in 
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CPP processes due to a perception of overly cumbersome procedures (Uyarra 
et al., 2014).  

To adress the challengues stated above, promote the implemention of CPP 
and contribute to the development of a circular economy transition,  it is 
necessary to facilitate development of public and private sector organizations 
capabilities. The former, related to procurement capabilities and management 
of effective and efficient CPP projects. The latter related to management of 
tensions derived from the use of CBM to supply the public sector with circular 
solutions and insights regarding the participation in public tenders.  

1.5. AIM OF DISSERTATION AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The goal of the dissertation is to provide research-based 
insights and recommendations that can help in the 
development and implementation of circular public 

procurement and circular business models.  

To operationalize this goal, four research questions (RQ) are formulated and 
answered across the content chapters of the dissertation. The RQs are 
introduced in detail below, but overall, RQ1 is focused on the review of 
available literature regarding the field of circular procurement. RQ2 analyzes 
circular procurement projects in practice, particularly focused in market 
dialogues conducted in the pre-competitive phase. RQ3 explores paradoxical 
tensions of circular business models RQ4 integrates insights generated from 
the previous three RQ into a cross-cutting discussion focused on exploring 
innovation dynamics in CPP and the potential for bridging theoretical 
concepts between CPP and CBM literature. Figure 1-1 provides an overview 
of the RQ, their main topics and their location in the thesis 
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1.5.1. LITERATURE REVIEW ON CIRCULAR PROCUREMENT 
CPP is high on the political agenda at the EU level (European Commission, 
2017), and Member States have begun taking action to implement it at the 
national level. Taking Denmark as an example, the national government’s 
strategy for developing CE emphasizes CPP as one of its key initiatives, 
highlighting that “by demanding circular solutions it becomes more attractive 
for designers and producers to offer circular products and services” (Ministry 
of Environment and Food and Ministry of Industry, 2018, p. 27). As part of 
the strategy for promoting CPP, a report commissioned by the Ministry of the 
Environment, which analyzed different CBM applicable for lighting and 
washing machines, concluded that CPP offers more environmental benefits 
and economic benefits than linear alternatives (Lundsgaard et al., 2020).  

Regardless of the political support and expected benefits, the implementation 
of CPP is in its early stages. One of the main barriers for implementation 
raised by public sector organizations is the lack of a clear conceptualization of 
CPP (Kristensen et al., 2021). Which have lead for calls for a clearer 
operationalization of the CPP concept in relation to other procurement 
strategies such as green or innovative procurement (Grandia and Voncken, 
2019)  

Figure 1-1: Overview of the dissertation and main research content 
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Since the academic field of CPP is just emerging, there is still a wide variety 
of conceptualizations available. Conceptual diversity is an indicator of the 
development of a research field (Temesgen, Storsletten and Jakobsen, 2019). 
However, a lack of conceptual clarity can also become a challenge for 
knowledge accumulation and presents a barrier to newcomers to the field 
(Kirchherr, Reike and Hekkert, 2017). In this context, a systematic literature 
review of CPP can offer a valuable addition to the CPP literature to help 
structure this emerging and fast-evolving field. Therefore, the research 
question (RQ1) raised in this dissertation is the following:  

How can CPP be conceptualized to reflect its recent 
development and related research streams? 

1.5.2. MARKET DIALOGUES: PROCESS AND TENSIONS 
CPP may be considered as another way of greening procurement (European 
Commission, 2017) however, its implementation requires more than the 
traditional procurement processes applied in GPP. For example, CPP involves 
setting functional demands, evaluating circularity characteristics of products, 
and assessing bids from a life-cycle costs perspective. From this perspective, 
CPP involves changing both what is procured (product/service) and how 
procurement is conducted (procurement process) (Klein and Ramos, 2020). 
Moreover, CPP can involve solutions that have not been widely adopted by 
the market, are new to the organization, or are simply new products or 
services that were developed specifically for the project (Alhola et al., 2019). 
Overall, CPP projects may take place in a context of innovative processes and 
solutions which carry inherent uncertainties for the participants.  

In order to manage the unknowns of the project, market dialogues are an 
important tool that can allow suppliers and other actors to gain insight into 
the possibilities and limitations of circularity and how to embed it into the 
procurement project (Witjes and Lozano, 2016). The key role of market 
dialogues in facilitating the development of CPP has been continuously 
emphasized in the literature (Dalhammar et al., 2019). However, this 
particular area of PP is significantly understudied in the broader procurement 
literature (Patrucco, Luzzini and Ronchi, 2017) and, besides a few notable 
exceptions such as Rainville (2021), there a limited studies which address the 
process of market dialogues in CPP projects.  
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Considering the importance of market dialogues in the development of CPP 
projects and the lack of available studies on the topic, it is clear that further 
conceptual and empirical analysis is necessary regarding market dialogues in 
CPP projects. Therefore, the following is elaborated:  

How are market dialogues conducted in CPP projects, what 
tensions emerge in the process and how can they be conducted 

more effectively? 

1.5.3. PARADOXICAL TENSIONS IN CIRCULAR BUSINESS MODELS 
The academic field of CBM has grown in the past few years building upon 
established fields such as the study of PSS and corporate responsibility. 
However, there is still a significant gap between societal and research interest 
on CBM and the implementation and widespread diffusion across industries 
(Kirchner 2019). In order to reduce this gap, literature provides variety of 
barriers faced by commercial firms engaged in the process of developing, 
operating or transitioning to a CBM (Guldmann and Huulgaard, 2020). These 
barriers (such as a lack of government support or fiscal incentives) can help 
explain the lack of implementation and diffusion of CBM from a structural 
perspective, however, their explanatory power is reduced when analyzing the 
challenges of the on-going operation of CBM which have already been 
implemented (De Angelis, 2021). To explore the ongoing challenges of CBM 
the concept of tensions provides a more dynamic resource.  

Tensions are not external factors that prevent the implementation of CBM 
(such as barriers) but inherently part of the operation of the CBM. Tensions 
can point towards pressure points of everyday operations in CBM and help 
illuminate underlying limitations of such business models. For example, 
Daddi et al., (2019) explored CBM that are based in developing products from 
secondary raw materials and found an on going tension between incresaing 
circularity (in this case the use of secondary raw material) and creating 
commercial value (for example, competitivenes of their products in the 
market). This tension is considered as paradoxical, since it is derived from  
conflicting yet interrelated goals and it is not possible to be solved by 
abandoning either of the poles creating the tension. (Poole and van de Ven, 
1989). In other words, companies operating such CBM cannot abandon the 
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use of recycled content nor can they abandon their need for creating 
commercial value.  

The concept of paradoxical tensions or paradox theory in general, has been 
applied widely to understand a variety of situations in which companies have 
interconnected yet at times conflicting goals, tasks or activities. For example, 
it has been used to analyzed corporate social responsibility strategies, 
workers-owned cooperatives or the development of sustainable business 
models (Hahn et al., 2018). However, only a handful of studies have used the 
paradox lens to analyze CBM  Greer et al., 2021). 

Considering that at their core, all CBM are based on the logic of creating 
commercial value through increasing circularity, it is expected that similar 
paradoxical tensions are present at other forms of CBM, yet these tensions 
remain largely unexplored. Against this backdrop, the RQ3 posed in this 
dissertation is the following:  

What paradoxical tensions can be identified in the CBM 
literature and practice? 

1.6. CONTEXT OF PHD  
The research presented in this dissertation was conducted while 
simultaneously taking part in an project called “CircularPP.” This project had 
a profound influence on the manner and scope in which the PhD study 
unfolded; therefore, the following section introduces the project CircularPP 
and the way it influenced the thesis. 

1.6.1. INTRODUCTION TO CIRCULARPP 
CircularPP was an international, multi-partner project supported by the 
European Regional Development Fund that ran from October 2017 to April 
2021. Its main goal was developing capacity across the entire value chain of 
the Baltic Sea region, including private and public sector actors, to incorporate 
circularity into public procurement practices and facilitate the uptake of CE-
related products and services by engaging in close dialogue with small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs). 









 

43 

paradigms, provides an overview of the research design and methods 
employed and reflects upon the methodological choices.  

Section 2: Research findings 
 

Chapter 3: Literature review on Circular Public Procurement 
This chapter presents a systematic literature review on CPP, including an 
overview of the state of the art, research gaps and avenues and a 
reconceptualization of CPP. 
Chapter 4: Market dialogues: process and tensions 
This chapter analyses market dialogues in CPP projects and conceptualizes 
this phase of a procurement project as a form of staging innovation spaces. 
Chapter 5: Paradoxical tensions in Circular Business Models 
This chapter explores a series of paradoxical tensions identified in the CBM 
literature and practice.  

Section 3: Integrating insights  
 
Chapter 6: Discussion 
Drawing on the research findings, this chapter discusses three perspectives 
of potential interconnections between CPP and CBM across four different 
themes. 
Chapter 7: Conclusions and recommendations 
The main research conclusions and managerial recommendations generated 
based on the PhD study are elaborated in this chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2. METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides an overview of the research design, methods and key 
methodological choices made during the PhD. It positions the dissertation in 
relation to the major scientific paradigms and concludes with a discussion 
about research validity and reliability.  
 

2.1. RESEARCH DESIGN 
The overall aim of the PhD is to advance the academic research and 
managerial practices of CBM and CPP as well as their understanding as 
interconnected elements within a broader CE transition. The research 
unfolded as a qualitative and explorative design. Explorative research, 
according to Given (2008a), is adequate for topics where there is little 
knowledge but high interest. The specific elements considered worth 
exploring are reflected in the sub-research questions posed in the dissertation, 
including the paradoxical tensions in CBM, market dialogues in CPP projects, 
and the state of the art of the CPP literature.  

The research conducted had an “emergent design” (Given, 2008a) since it 
began with a broad objective and, as the investigation advanced, specific 
research questions were formulated. The possibility to maintain an open and 
emergent research design is one of the strengths of qualitative-exploratory 
research since it allows researchers to make decisions on what is to be studied 
and how to approach it (Taylor, Bogdan and Devault, 2015). This reflects how 
the PhD study unfolded, since initial research questions were revisited in light 
of incoming data or relevant theoretical findings from the literature, in 
essence, maintaining the final of the objective of the dissertation open 
throughout the process.   

Overall, the research design can be divided into three major phases, as 
represented in Figure 2-1: entering the field, finding a niche, and developing 
insights. The totality of the research and the activities in each phase were not 
sequential; instead, multiple processes (such as the literature review and data 
collection) took place simultaneously and different research avenues were 
pursued, e.g., CBM and CPP.  
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Entering the field 

This stage involved familiarization with the academic field and the practice of 
public procurement through meetings and seminars that took place as part of 
the CircularPP activities. The variety of partners also meant a variety of 
perspectives that could be used to develop an understanding of the public 
procurement practices and literature. This (semi-unstructured) interaction 
with CPP experts continued throughout the process and was a valuable 
source of insight and feedback as my understanding of the topic advanced. 

In parallel, a structured but still preliminary form of data collection with 
managers of CBM took place, as did an ongoing review of the CE literature in 
order to develop a broader and more solid theoretical understanding and to 
determine the state of the art of the topic. The process of reviewing the 
literature was also ongoing throughout the PhD, although, as the 

Figure 2-1: Graphical representation of the research design 
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investigation advanced, the strategy and focus of the review changed. In other 
words, as more data were collected, the literature review exercise became 
more purposeful and focused.  

Finding a niche 

This phase was characterized by preliminary semi-structured interviews with 
managers of CBM. These interactions helped identify key insights that 
delineated more specific research paths. For example, during an interview 
with the manager of a restaurant whose CBM is based on recovered food as 
the main ingredient in preparing their meals (Case 1 in Report I), the manager 
mentioned that using recovered ingredients represented both benefits and 
disadvantages. This caught my attention and put me on the path of taking a 
paradox perspective as a theoretical approach to analyzing CBM.  

Similarly, interviews were carried out with the different actors participating 
in CPP projects. This shed light on the variety of actors as well as the length 
and complexity of the “pre-tendering” phase of procurement (particularly in 
Case 1 from Report II), which led to a particular focus on this procurement 
phase. This meant that other phases in CPP that could have been analyzed, 
such as tendering or post-contract oversight, were only superficially explored.  

Generate insights 

In the later part of the study, once there was a clear understanding of the 
research objectives (i.e., exploring paradoxical tensions in CBM or exploring 
market dialogues in CPP), it was possible to conduct a purposeful and 
integrative literature review as well as begin a formal analysis of the collected 
data. From this analysis, insights regarding paradoxical tensions and market 
dialogues were derived.  

2.2. OVERVIEW OF THE ACADEMIC OUTPUTS 
The main research findings are presented in Chapters 3, 4 and 5, which 
respectively represent three unique research endevours. Chapter 3 was 
written specifically for the dissertation, while Chapters 4 and 5 were 
developed as “stand-alone” academic papers. Each of these studies followed 
a unique research design (an overview is provided in Table 2-1). The 
following sub-sections present an overview, discussion and reflection of the 
main methodological considerations of each chapter. 
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Table 2-1: Overview of research papers and chapters 

Research Design 
Element 

Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5 

Type of study Review Empirical Empirical 

Social 
phenomenon 
under study 

State of the art 
of the CPP 
literature 

Market 
dialogues in 
CPP projects 

Paradoxical 
tensions in 
CBM 

Unit of analysis 
(sample size) 

Academic and 
gray material 
(41) 

CPP projects (4) CBM (12) 

Primary method 
of data collection 
(amount)  

Integrative 
literature 
review 

Semi-
structured 
interviews 
(N=10) 

Semi-
structured 
interviews 
(N=12) 

Secondary 
method of data 
collection  

Not applied Integrative 
literature 
review 

Integrative 
literature 
review 

Analytical 
strategy 

Inductive 
synthesis 

Constant 
comparative 
method  

Thematic 
analysis 

 

2.2.1. REVIEW STUDY 
Literature reviews are a common research method applied in various 
disciplines. This conceptual study did not collect empirical data through 
observations or interviews, but rather systematically identified, collected and 
analyzed the academic output available related to a specific phenomenon 
(Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003). Literature reviews are often a key 
component in PhD studies as they allow researchers to immerse themselves 
in the field of study and become familiar with its main theories, methods and 
research questions. (Tracy, 2012).  
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A review can be conducted in ways that differ in terms of the search strategy 
and analytical approach (Snyder, 2019). Reviews can span from simple 
narrative reviews that present and criticize some of the main findings of a 
research field to systematic reviews, derived from a transparent and 
standardized search and appraisal protocol, that apply complex analytical 
methods and analyze complex data from a large sample of studies (Booth, 
Sutton and Papaioannu, 2016).  

Systematic reviews are common in medicine and other well-defined 
disciplines and are considered the “gold standard” of reviews (Tranfield, 
Denyer and Smart, 2003). However, a highly systematic review might not be 
the best choice in certain situations, particularly when trying to analyze a 
phenomenon that has been differently conceptualized and studied within 
diverse disciplines (Snyder, 2019), such as with CBM or CPP. In such cases, 
other forms of review, e.g., semi-systematic or integrative, might be more 
adequate.  

One alternative is an integrative review, which incorporates systematic and 
innovative search strategies to counter the conceptual ambiguity of the 
phenomenon under study (Torraco, 2005). This includes, e.g., developing a 
list of potential keywords that could help catch the diverse conceptualizations 
of the topic, incorporating gray literature, and applying other methods such 
as reference mining. The key feature of integrative reviews is their objective, 
which is building preliminary theoretical frameworks and offering new 
perspectives of a research topic (Snyder, 2019).  

With these considerations in mind, an integrative review on CPP (Chapter 3) 
was chosen. This choice is justified, firstly, because it is an emergent field that 
has yet to be consolidated through a systematic review, and secondly, because 
its diversity of conceptualizations requires consolidation—not to eliminate 
variety, but to take stock of the broad practices and understandings of CPP.  

2.2.2. EMPIRICAL STUDIES 
According to Taylor et al. (2015), qualitative research is mainly concerned 
with the meanings people attach to the phenomena they experience. From this 
perspective, Chapters 4 and 5 are qualitative studies since the main goal was 
exploring the perspectives of the actors involved in two unique social 
phenomena: market dialogues in CPP projects (Chapter 4) and tensions 
derived from CBM (Chapter 5). Moreover, the data in both papers is sourced 
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from the social actors involved in the phenomena; hence, both papers are 
empirical.  

Since Chapters 4 and 5 are focused on understanding a specific social 
phenomenon in its “natural” context, compared to alternatives such as 
experimentation, it can be said that they are inspired by the case-study 
method (Flyvbjerg, 2014). Consistent with case-study research (Yin, 2015), the 
primary form of data collection was semi-structured interviews. Interviews 
allow the researcher to explore the meanings, experiences and perspectives of 
the people involved in the phenomenon they wish to study (Taylor, Bogdan 
and Devault, 2015). Also in line with the case-study methodology, empirical 
data from each case were supported with document analysis, including a 
review of the firms’ websites, CSR reports and other publicly available 
documents in Chapter 5, and a review of tender documents and procurement 
policies in Chapter 4. 

These empirical studies present certain similarities, such as their inductive 
analytical approach. Induction is a logical reasoning process wherein the 
researcher begins by collecting observations, which in turn are used to 
develop tentative claims that can potentially be tested to generate theory 
(Tracy, 2012). As induction does not require a pre-determined and fixed 
theoretical framework, it provided the necessary flexibility for conducting an 
exploratory study.  

In particular, two inductive analytical strategies were applied: the constant 
comparative method and thematic analysis. Both strategies were chosen as 
they provide guidance for conducting a systematic analysis of qualitative data 
and are compatible with an emergent analysis process, whereby the focus of 
the analysis can change during its actual process (Given, 2008a). Moreover, 
both strategies embrace iterative analysis (Taylor, Bogdan and Devault, 2015) 
or, in other words, moving from data to theory and vice versa, which offers 
richer findings by continuously revisiting theories as the data were analyzed 
in addition to the testing of different theoretical frameworks.  

2.3. CRITICAL REFLECTION ON DATA COLLECTION METHODS 
Since qualitative interviews were the main form of data collection, it is 
important to reflect upon the strengths and weaknesses of this method to 
assist in the interpretation of the findings and the overall assessment of the 
study.  
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Compared to other qualitative methods, such as participant observation, 
interviews provide access to phenomena which, for a variety of reasons, 
cannot be directly observed (Taylor, Bogdan and Devault, 2015). In my case, 
the phenomenon could not be “observed” because the management of CBM 
and CPP projects is an ongoing process and cannot be captured in a snapshot 
observation. However, interviews are not the only way to analyze CPP 
projects. For example, Uttam and Le Lann Roos (2015) analyzed a 
procurement case through action research, which provides an in-depth and 
“insider” perspective of the process. However, due to the intensity of 
resources required, this form of study is more appropriate for single cases. 
This would have presented a challenge considering that my tasks in 
CircularPP required analyzing multiple cases that took place in different 
countries and at different temporal scales. From this perspective, the choice of 
relying on semi-structured interviews can be justified.  

Procurement and business model research can also draw exclusively from 
secondary sources, such as tender documents (Mendoza, 2019) or public 
databases on business practices (Ünal and Shao, 2018). This approach allows 
the analysis of a larger sample of “cases” and is useful for providing a 
descriptive analysis, for example in relation to the procurement practices of a 
country (Mendoza, 2019) or developing CBM typologies (Ünal and Shao, 
2018). Nevertheless, the objective of my research was to capture the 
interpretations of the actors involved in CBM and CPP projects, thereby 
justifying the selection of qualitative interviews as the main data collection 
method.  

Complementary methods could have been applied in the study. For example, 
for the study presented in Chapter 4, participation and observation in the 
actual market dialogues would have been a valuable source of information 
that would have provided the opportunity to take field notes and observe 
how the meetings unfolded; these data could eventually have been used to 
obtain a more rich interpretation of the phenomenon. Nevertheless, while 
these visits did not occur, the close and ongoing interaction with the 
CircularPP partners in charge of arranging and conducting such meetings 
provided a richer perspective of the event beyond the scope of the interviews.  

Overall, the choice to rely on semi-structured interviews can be justified. 
However, there are still critical reflections on how the method was followed. 
The main limitation of my research was the lack of follow-up or recurrent 
interviews with the key informants, which would have enabled the further 



 

51 

exploration of specific aspects that might have become evidently interesting 
only after the analysis of the initial interview. 

2.4. POSITIONING THE DISSERTATION 
Positioning a study can be understood as reflecting on the way research was 
conducted in relation to major scientific paradigms. According to Guba and 
Lincoln (2013), all major research paradigms can be distinguished based on 
three basic beliefs: 1) ontology, which deals with the nature of reality, 2) 
epistemology, referring to the nature of knowledge, and 3) methodology, 
which focus on the procedural aspects for obtaining or creating knowledge. 
In order to position a research practice, it requires making a clear connection 
between the main elements of paradigms and the way in which research was 
conducted (Brinkmann, 2017). This exercise of critical reflection helps explore 
the legitimacy of the research practice as well as clarifying underlying 
assumptions that support it (Slawecki, 2018).  

In the following sections, three paradigms are introduced (constructivism, 
phenomenology and hermeneutics) as the main paradigms supporting the 
study. Ontology, epistemology and methodology are described for each 
paradigm and the alignment with the way research was conducted is 
outlined.  

2.4.1. CONSTRUCTIVISM 
Ontology, or the nature of reality, is often presented, in broad terms, as a 
spectrum between realism and relativism (Moon and Blackman, 2014). 
Realists believe there is an external world with certain characteristics 
independent of humans’ capacity to know them. In contrast, relativists deny 
such an idea and embrace the premise that knowing (as a human activity) 
creates what is known (Brinkmann, 2017). Considering this ontological 
spectrum, the research presented in this dissertation is supported by a 
relativist ontology that understands reality as being socially constructed and 
which embraces the idea that knowledge is co-constructed through and by the 
interactions of different actors (including the researcher). Moreover, the goal 
of the dissertation is advancing the understanding and practice of CE by 
focusing on the interconnection of CPP and CBM. According to Lincoln and 
Guba (2000), social constructivism aims to develop more sophisticated 
constructions of social phenomena. Therefore, the dissertation is aligned with 
a social constructivism. 
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This relativist position can be identified in the overall research approach of 
the investigation (section 3.1) and the specific research design of the 
individual studies (section 3.2). Specifically, looking at the research questions 
posed in this dissertation, it is possible to identify a relativist worldview since 
these are focused on understanding and exploring a phenomenon based on 
the experiences and interpretations of the actors involved in the phenomenon 
rather than claiming to observe and measure the phenomenon itself.  

Moreover, a constructivist perspective is evident in the way “data” is 
conceived for this study, namely in the form of interpretations of social actors 
involved in the phenomenon of interest, e.g., the way managers experience 
tensions in the ongoing process of managing a CBM (Chapter 5). Moreover, 
the objective of the inquiry is aligned with constructivist approaches. 

While scientific paradigms are often presented as distinct entities, in practice, 
their boundaries may be blurry and dynamic and, hence, hard to define 
(Lincoln and Guba, 2000). Moreover, bricolage (i.e., drawing from distinct 
paradigms) is not considered as contradictory but in some forms of inquiry it 
is even encouraged as long and argumentation is presented for the reasons 
and value of such eclecticism (Brinkmann, 2017). Upon this context, the 
following section elaborates on some elements of phenomenology and 
hermeneutics which can also be identified in this dissertation.   

2.4.2. PHENOMENOLOGY AND HERMENEUTICS 
Knowledge in phenomenology is conceived as descriptions of the experiences 
of the actors involved in social phenomena, from which potentially essential 
properties of the human experience can be distilled (Brinkmann, 2017). 
Phenomenological research is particularly useful for complementing 
cognitive-focused research since it can help explore thinly described cognitive 
bias and heuristics (Berglund, 2015). The phenomenology perspective can be 
identified, for example, in the research design of Chapter 4, where the key 
informants were asked to describe their experiences regarding market 
dialogues. In this investigation, cognitive frames, as ere one element of the 
study, were complemented by other elements to help explain the way market 
dialogues unfold.  

In turn, hermeneutics focuses on the interpretation of experiences (Brinkmann, 
2017). In this research, and particular in Chapter 5, the idea of a hermeneutic 
cycle was embraced in which interpretations from key informants were 
collected (i.e., the benefits and barriers of CBM), which then were interpreted 
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in light of paradox theory. This allowed the development a more nuanced and 
sophisticated explanation of the phenomena, which is the main goal in 
hermeneutics.  

Lastly, a common feature of constructivism and hermeneutics concerns the 
active role of the researcher in shaping and constructing the research findings 
in addition to the potential of such findings to spark change in the original 
communities in which research was conducted (Lincoln and Guba, 2000; 
Brinkmann, 2017). This can be observed in the manner of reporting 
conclusions in both the papers and this dissertation, which include 
recommendations intended to spark reflection among the actors involved and 
potentially contribute to changing the actual practices related to CPP and 
CBM.  

2.5. VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF THE RESEARCH 
After clarifying the underlying philosophical positions supporting this 
dissertation, it is possible to perform a more appropriate critical reflection of 
the investigation (Guba and Lincoln, 2013). As elaborated above, this is a 
qualitative research investigation, closely aligned with a constructivist 
paradigm. Therefore, concepts such as objectivity, reliability and 
generalizability are not relevant to evaluating it; instead, the quality of the 
research is more appropriately assessed in terms of rigor, credibility and 
coherence  

Rigor 

Rigor refers to carrying out research in an appropriate manner, including data 
collection and analysis (Tracy, 2012). One of the main questions arising in this 
regard is whether enough data were collected. While there is no general 
answer to this, a rule of thumb is associated with a specific amount of hours 
spent in the field for ethnographic studies or a particular number of 
interviews for interview-based studies. However, as Tracy (2012) explains, 
rigor is determined less by the total amount of data than by the uniqueness 
and density of the data. The former is related to the novelty of the data 
compared to what is available in the literature, while the latter refers to how 
much the data help in the analysis (i.e., richness). From this perspective, 
sufficient data was collected considering the exploratory nature of the studies 
(both Chapters 4 and 5). For example, the data in Chapter 4 were derived from 
10 interviews with 10 different actors involved in 4 different market dialogue 
events. Though the number of interviews is not outstanding, the phenomena 
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under study are mostly absent from the literature; therefore, what may be 
considered a small sample of data can in fact be sufficient to provide new 
insights.  

Rigor implies more than following the steps provided in an analytical 
strategy, e.g., the first- and second-level coding process in the constant 
comparative method (Boeije, 2002). Instead, it requires explaining to the 
reader with enough detail how the data were transformed into findings. In 
that regard, each of the papers includes a detailed explanation of the 
analytical approach taken in its respective methodology section, 
complemented by a bird’s-eye view of the methodology provided in this 
chapter. 

Credibility 

The notion of credibility can be associated with trustworthiness since it refers 
to expressing a reality that is plausible or seems true. There are several ways 
to achieve credibility, including providing thick descriptions, crystallization, 
multivocality and engagement in reflections with others. (Tracy, 2012).  

Crystallization is very similar to triangulation—a concept developed from 
positivist paradigms—however, this term is prefered when the study is 
located within the interpretative paradigm. Crystallization is a characteristic 
of a study where the researchers engage in multiple types of data collection, 
at multiple points in time, and in collaboration with different people, which 
can lead to the construction of a multifaceted version of reality, much in line 
with the constructivist paradigm (Tracy, 2012). Engaging with multiple 
perspectives is a clear feature of the study as insights from procurement 
experts, company managers, and procurement and public officials from 
multiple countries were collected and incorporated into the analysis. In a 
more specific situation, Chapter 4 is a good example of crystallization, 
wherein a single event (i.e., a market dialogue) was analyzed by incorporating 
the perspectives from both the buyers and suppliers engaged in the process. 
In this way, it was possible to approach such an event from a variety of 
perspectives, or by looking through the various facets of a crystal. 
Multivocality, or presenting the voices from different actors, is one way of 
showing crystallization in academic writing (Taylor, Bogdan and Devault, 
2015). This can also be observed in all of the papers, which included quotes 
from different actors interviewed during the investigation. 
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Thick description is achieved when the context of a specific phenomenon is 
explicated, which can be achieved by providing the necessary details about 
people, processes and activities (Tracy, 2012). The papers included in this 
dissertation do not provide a thick description of the cases due to the word 
limits established by the scientific journals to which they were submitted for 
publication. For example, the Journal of Purchasing and Supply Chain, to 
which Paper II is submitted, has a relatively low limit of 8,500 words. 
However, thick descriptions of the cases discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 are 
present in the supporting reports attached in the Appendix. .  

Participants reflections 

Asking the research participants (informants, interviewees, etc.) to validate 
the findings of an investigation is a common practice. However, interpretative 
studies include participants in a more active manner beyond validation, 
wherein they can become a source of insight and interpretation and shed new 
light on the findings. This not only increases credibility but can also set the 
path for further research (Tracy, 2012).  

Member reflections were particularly sought for Report II (as elaborated in 
section 2.3. of this dissertation). From this perspective, partners from 
CircularPP were simultaneously informants, participants of the analysis, and 
a source of validation of the results.   
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CHAPTER 3. LITERATURE REVIEW 
ON CIRCULAR PUBLIC 
PROCUREMENT  

This chapter presents an integrative literature review on the topic of CPP. First, it 
explains why a literature review is necessary; this is followed by a detailed explanation 
of the methodology used. It concludes by outlining the state of the art and a concludes 
with a new conceptual framework of CPP. The chapter was written specifically for 
this dissertation in order to answer RQ1.  

3.1. INTRODUCTION 
With the adoption of the European Green Deal, the EU has reaffirmed its 
commitment to achieving mid- and long-term climate-related and socio-
economic goals, such as net-zero greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2050. A 
key element in this transition is mobilizing the industry toward a green and 
circular economy (European Commission, 2019). The circularity transition in 
the EU is guided by the recently adopted 2020 CE Action Plan, which sets out 
a variety of key policies and regulations. Applied in synergy, they are 
expected to embed CE principles at all stages of the value chain, from 
production and consumption to waste management (European Commission, 
2020). One of the key elements in the CE transition is CPP since it can act as a 
tool for reducing Scope 3 GHG emissions from the public sector, which is 
fundamental since the majority of GHG emissions included within the 
inventory of organizations is derived from supply chain activities (Farsan et 
al., 2018). Considering the strategic importance of CPP, it is important to have 
a solid conceptual framework that can facilitate its implementation and 
diffusion across PSOs.  

Table 3-1: Definitions of CPP found in the literature 

Source Definition Key Elements 

Jones et al. 
(2017) 

“Circular procurement is about 
making agreements to ensure that the 

products that you procure for your 
organization are produced in 

accordance with the principles of the 

Post-use 
management 
of products 
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circular economy and will be further 
processed after use.” 

European 
Commission 

(2017) 

“The process by which public 
authorities purchase works, goods or 

services that seek to contribute to 
closed energy and material loops 

within supply chains, whilst 
minimising, and in the best case 

avoiding, negative environmental 
impacts and waste creation across 

their whole life-cycle.” 

Objectives of a 
procurement 

process 

Thiebault 
and Tonda 

(2018) 

“Circular procurement focuses on 
closing energy and material loops 

within supply chains and helps value 
retention along the entire value 

chains.” 

Value 
retention 

Alhola et al., 
(2019) 

“a procurement of competitively 
priced products, services, or systems 
that lead to extended life spans, value 

retention, and/or remarkably 
improved and non-risky cycling of 

biological or technical materials, 
making use of and supporting the 

circular business models and related 
networks” 

Circular 
business 

models and 
networks 

 

Several organizations from the public and private sector as well as non-
governmental organizations and academia have been working with CPP for 
several years, creating rich insights and configuring an emerging research 
field around CPP. In this context, a variety of definitions of CPP are available, 
emphasizing unique aspects of the practice (an overview is provided in Table 
3-1. While some definitions of CPP do exist, most consider it as an extension 
or a part of other procurement policies, such as green, sustainable, or 
innovative procurement. Indeed, CPP shares similarities with other 
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procurement policies; for example, it requires skilled procurers, engaged 
managers and political support to set the appropriate organizational 
conditions for its development (Jones, Kinch Sohn and Lysemose, 2017). 
However, CPP involves unique processes and practices for its 
implementation that distinguish it from other procurement policies and 
warrant its individual analysis (Grandia and Voncken, 2019). 

While CPP as a concept is relatively novel, zits practices are not new. For 
example, procuring functions rather than products has been advocated for 
more than a decade as a way to incentivize and promote sustainability in the 
industry and the public sector (Ceschin and Vezzoli, 2010). In the past, the 
term CPP was not used, and these practices were instead referred to as 
functional procurement, innovative closed-loop procurement or clean-tech 
innovations. Due to this variety of framings, valuable insights regarding CPP 
remain scattered across disciplines and research fields. Therefore, in order to 
improve the conceptual foundation of CPP, this chapter presents an 
integrative literature review focused on CPP.  

Useful for topics that have been conceptualized differently across disciplines 
(Snyder, 2019), integrative reviews are a type of systematic literature review 
aimed at reconceptualizing and expanding the theoretical foundation of an 
emergent or scattered research field (Torraco, 2005). Overall, an integrative 
review on CPP will help advance practice and research by attempting to 
reconceptualize the topic based on the state of the art of the CPP literature and 
other circularity-related procurement practices. With this foundation, the 
research gaps and potential research directions were identified.  

Two literature reviews related to CPP have been conducted. The first was by 
Sonnichsen and Jesper (2020), who analyzed GPP and sustaniable public 
procurement (SPP) literature to explore potential pathways toward CPP. This 
review did not incorporate gray literature (conference papers, book chapters, 
industry or government-commissioned reports, etc.), which can be considered 
as a limitation since CE receives significant attention from industry and other 
organizations and the academic literature is lagging in many areas (Kirchherr 
and van Santen, 2019). Lastly, Sonnichsen and Jesper (2020) included studies 
published up until only early 2019, which, for a rapidly developing field such 
as CPP, can make the review somewhat outdated. The second review was by 
Klein and Ramos (2020), who explored the public sector practices related to 
CE. This review has a broader scope since it incorporated both academic and 
gray literature. However, the focus of the study was not exclusively on 
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procurement, and hence CPP was only one element in the analysis. Overall, 
while Klein and Ramos (2020) and Sonnichsen and Jesper (2020) have 
(partially) consolidated the early developing literature on CPP, neither of 
these studies fulfills the proposed objective of this chapter, which is 
reconceptualizing CPP following the integration of literature addressing 
circularity practices in procurement, regardless of whether the term CPP is 
applied.  

Aim and overview of the chapter 

This chapter presents an integrative literature review of the field of CPP. It 
builds upon previous reviews and addresses their main methodological 
limitations. The presented review includes academic and gray literature as 
well as explicit and implicit studies on CPP. The aim is to reconceptualize CPP 
in light of an updated and broader understanding of CPP. Based on this 
renewed state of the art, knowledge gaps are identified and research 
directions are proposed. 

The next section presents the methodology followed during the review. 
Afterward, the results are divided into a descriptive analysis of the sample 
and a state of the art derived from the material collected. The chapter 
concludes with a new conceptualization of CPP derived from the review and 
highlights potential research avenues based on the identified gaps and 
limitations. 

3.2. METHODOLOGY 
The methodology followed in this integrative literature review is divided into 
four main phases: planning, screening, analysis and synthesis. This is 
consistent with the accepted guidelines for systematic literature reviews 
provided by Tranfield et al. (2003). The following sections briefly describe 
each of the phases. Table 3.2 provides an overview of the search process. 
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Planning 

The key outcome of this phase is designing the search strategy that will be 
used in the study (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003). Firstly, this review 
includes both academic and gray literature related to CPP; therefore, the 
electronic database SCOPUS was chosen as the main search platform since it 
is one of the largest repositories of academic sources and includes peer-
reviewed academic articles, conference papers and book chapters.  

Considering the objective of the investigation, i.e., identifying the state of the 
art in regard to CPP, the two main keywords for the search string were 
“circular economy” AND “public procurement.” However, as already 
elaborated, circular-related procurement has various framings; thus, 
additional keywords were employed. These were identified based on other 
CE-related reviews. Firstly, following the search strategy of Simone and 

Figure 3-2: Literature review process diagram 
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Alberg (2020), circular economy was substituted by the term *circular* 
*econom* since this form of wildcard can help capture variations of the term 
(e.g., circularity or circular economics). Secondly, to capture CE-related 
practices, other terms were included, such as repair, remanufacturing, 
refurbishment, etc. These terms were identified based on Batista et al. (2018), 
who used a detailed keyword list in their systemic review of CE. Moreover, 
Klein and Ramos (2020) identified procurement strategies related to CPP, 
such as procurement from PSS or procurements with outcome-based 
specifications; hence, these terms were included in the search. Lastly, different 
variations of the term public procurement were used, including 
“governmental procurement,” “public purchasing” and “contracting 
authorities”. The overview of key terms can be found in Table 4.3  

Table 3-3: Keywords and search string used in the literature review 

Main Keywords Arranged by Themes 

Public procurement Circular economy CPP strategies 

"public procurement" 
*circular* AND 

*econom* 
“PSS” 

"public purchasing" "closed loop" 
“product service 

systems” 

"government purchasing" reus* “result based” 

"government procurement" repair* “outcome based” 

"public contract" recondition* “functional sales” 

"public contracting" refurbish*  

"contracting authority" remanufactur*  

"contracting authorities" recycl*  

 cascad*  

Final Search String 
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( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "product service systems" OR "PSS" OR "result-based" OR 
"outcome-based" OR "functional sales" OR ( circular* AND econom* ) OR "closed 
loop" OR repair* OR reus* OR recondition* OR refurbish* OR remanufactur* OR 

recycl* OR cascad* ) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "government procurement" ) OR 
TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "public procurement" ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "public 

purchasing" ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "government purchasing" ) OR TITLE-ABS-
KEY ( "public contract" ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "public contracting" ) OR TITLE-

ABS-KEY ( "contracting authority" ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "contracting 
authorities" ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( "public sector" AND "procurement" ) ) 

 

Screening 

The main objective of the screening phase is determining if the material found 
through the search query is relevant for inclusion in the analysis. For this, it is 
necessary to define inclusion/exclusion criteria that can be applied 
systematically (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003). The exclusion/inclusion 
criteria were designed to be as broad as possible, as the main objective of the 
review is to provide an overview of CPP research and consolidate scattered 
knowledge. For that reason, studies dealing specifically or partially with CPP 
were considered relevant. The exclusion/exclusion criteria were applied on 
two levels, first in the title and abstract of the document (when available), and 
then in full-text screening. Studies that simply recommended the use of CPP 
without further analysis or exploration were excluded.  

To increase the validity of the search strategy, citation mining was conducted, 
which included screening bibliographies of similar literature reviews on the 
topic and the citations of selected publications (Hempel, 2020). In this case, 
related reviews (Klein and Ramos, 2020; Sonnichsen et al., 2020) and key 
publications (Kristensen et al., 2021; Ntsondé and Aggeri, 2021; Rainville, 
2021) were screened to identify additional sources. To further increase the 
validity of the search, the “recommended articles” or “related research” 
suggested on the website where the material was downloaded were also 
screened.  

Integrating gray literature  

As a complement to academic research, industry and government-related 
outputs were searched through Google, which is a common search engine 
employed in gray literature reviews (Sandin and Peters, 2018). Using Goggle 
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was useful due to the breadth of results and potential for including Boolean 
operators. The search strategy was limited to two single keywords (circular 
economy AND public procurement), and the review was limited to the first 
10 pages of results. Only full-length reports commissioned by public 
organizations or as outcomes of international partnership projects were 
included. This decision also functioned as a form of quality assessment of the 
material since commissioned reports and multi-partner projects involve a 
thorough review of project applications. From this perspective, it is possible 
to assert that at least the research plan was peer-reviewed by organizations 
funding the project or commissioning the report. An overview of the included 
studies can be found in Table 10-1 in Appendix B.  

Analysis 

The analysis was performed in two stages. First was a descriptive analysis of 
the material based on bibliometric indicators (i.e., publication outlet, date, 
methods, etc.), followed by an inductive analysis of the content of the study. 
Inductive analysis is a grounded-theory inspired analytical strategy that 
consists of a multi-level and iterative coding process (Gibbs, 2012). The 
process started with an in-depth reading of the material and a preliminary 
coding exercise. As more studies were analyzed, new labels were generated 
and previous codes confirmed, consolidated or modified. After coding all 
studies, groups and categories were formed and incorporated into a 
framework (presented in Section 4.5). Once a preliminary framework was 
created, the process of writing up the results began, and as this phase 
advanced, adjustment to the first and second orders of codes was continuous 
(hence the iterative nature of the process).  

3.2.1. SAMPLE DESCRIPTION 
In total, 42 materials were selected for analysis: 9 project reports and 33 
academic studies. The detailed list is presented in Tables B-1 and B-2, are 
available in Appendix B. This section presents a descriptive analysis of the 
sample. Academic studies were analyzed following structural aspects, such 
as publication outlet, research methods, geographical context and product 
groups. The analysis of the sample of reports is presented in the form of a 
development narrative.  
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Academic studies 

The academic studies integrated in the study comprised 26 articles published 
in peer-reviewed academic journals, 2 book chapters and 3 conference papers. 
Academic output was consistent from 2006 to 2016, with one or two papers 
published yearly on the topic. However, from 2017, this increased 
exponentially, reaching a maximum of eight papers during 2020, and the 
trend suggests that 2021 will continue to see an increase. The publication of 
Witjes and Lozano (2016) is the most influential academic study based on the 
number of citations, having been cited more than 200 times, which represents 
more than 30% of the total citations of the sample.  

The studies included in the review are published across various publication 
outlets. This reflects the multidisciplinary nature of CPP. Only the Journal of 
Cleaner Production (8) and Sustainability (3) had more than two published 
papers on the topic. The remaining material is distributed across 18 different 
outlets. Based on this distributed publication, it can be argued that CPP 
knowledge is dispersed and multidisciplinary and that there is a need to 
create links between such dispersed knowledge. Furthermore, this 
distribution suggests that CPP is a strategy being developed by and for 
outsiders of the procurement discipline since none of the outlets is exclusively 
focused on public or private procurement. 

Most articles (15) are qualitative case studies (e.g., Rainville, 2021). A common 
strategy followed in these case studies is the analysis of a single procurement 
project, collecting empirical data through semi-structured interviews with 
actors involved in the process (procurers, business representatives, etc.) and 
supplementing this with document analysis such as the calls for tender (if 
available) or procurement policies. In other words, the focus is still on 
analyzing single projects related to CPP. The second-most recurrent research 
strategy (9) is conceptual (Witjes and Lozano, 2016) and policy-based studies 
(Milios, 2018). Together, case studies and conceptual papers account for more 
than a third of the sample, which reflects the emerging nature of the research 
field.  

As CPP implementation advances, other research designs can be expected. 
For example, empirical studies (e.g., Soto et al., 2020) rely on the analysis of 
the tender documents of CPP projects. Moreover, with increased evidence on 
CPP, quantitative studies may become more prevalent. In the sample 
collected, only Grandia and Voncken (2019) conducted a purely quantitative 
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study, whilst Dahlbo et al. (2017) and Jacobson et al. (2021) applied a mixed-
methods design, incorporating a life-cycle assessment (LCA) into the analysis.  

The geographical context of the sample (i.e., the location of the phenomenon 
under study) is mostly Nordic countries (Sweden, Denmark and Finland), 
with 10 studies. However, the majority of studies (9) can be labeled as 
“international” since they incorporated multiple countries or did not specify 
any jurisdiction for their investigation. Understanding the geographical 
context is important since procurement is influenced by a complex multi-level 
regulatory arrangement that varies across the globe and even at a regional 
level (Wiesbrock, 2015). And while regulatory frameworks do not directly 
explain how procurement is carried out, they have a significant influence 
(Dale-Clough, 2015).  

Most studies (22 of 33) are explicit about the product group under study, and 
the construction and related activities were recurrently analyzed, including 
building renovation, road infrastructure and construction demolition waste 
(CDW). The remaining studies (9) did not specify a product group since the 
analysis focused on generic procurement practices (Campbell-Johnston et al., 
2019; Kristensen et al., 2021) or policy analysis (Milios, 2017). Procurement 
involves the acquisition of a great variety of products, goods and services, 
which creates significant variation in how procurement is conducted (Yeow, 
Uyarra and Gee, 2015). Therefore, it is important to consider the product 
groups being analyzed. Table 3-4 provides an overview of the product groups 
analyzed.  

Table 3-4: Product groups analyzed in the CPP literature 

Product Group Reference 

Automobile 
industry 

Ceschin and Vezzoli, 2010 

Building 
renovation 

Soto et al, 2020 

Building energy 
consumption 

Peñate-Valentín et al., 2021; Lohse and Riel, 
2017 
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CDW and road 
infrastructure 

Chateau, 2007; Bougrain, 2020; Bao et al., 2019; 
Luciano et al., 2020 

Furniture 
Ntsondé and Aggeri, 2021; Braulio-Gonzalo 

and Bovea, 2020; Öhgren et al., 2019 

ICT equipment Crafoord et al., 2018; Gåvertsson et al., 2020 

Indoor lighting Jacobson et al., 2021 

Paper management Yeow, Uyarra and Gee, 2015 

Textiles Rainville, 2021; Dahlbo et al., 2017 

Waste management Gee and Uyarra, 2013 

Multiple product 
groups 

Bratt et al., 2013; Alhola and Nissinen, 2018; 
Alhola et al., 2019; Milios, 2021 

 

Project Reports 

In total, nine project reports were selected for analysis. The earliest report was 
the result of the Green Deal initiative developed in the Netherlands. The 
Green Deal for Circular Procurement started in 2013, spearheaded by a 
partnership between public and private organizations in the Netherlands, and 
brought together 45 public and private organizations that pledged to 
implement CPP pilots over three years.  

The Green Deal was linked to the UK-based REBus project, which explored 
various CBM, including PSS, hire-and-leasing and long-life models. The 
Dutch Green Deal and the British REBus project began interlinking to address 
CPP from a procurement and business model perspective. The results of the 
interconnected projects were used to create a comprehensive CPP guide that 
includes knowledge, tips and examples aimed at different actors involved in 
CPP, including executives, project managers and procurers (Inkopen and 
Green Deal Circulair Inkopen, 2020). 
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Insights from the Green Deal were used in the development of the European 
Commission’s best practice and guidance document (European Commission, 
2017). This brochure, written by the organization Local Governments for 
Sustainability (ICLEI), also incorporated insights on SPP Regions, an EU-
funded ICLEI-managed initiative aimed at creating and expanding regional 
networks of municipalities collaborating in sustainable and innovative 
procurement. Overall, the European Commission documents provided a 
platform for sharing and expanding upon the knowledge developed on CPP 
practices at the national level in the UK and the Netherlands as well as the 
international lessons learned from the SPP Regions project.  

In parallel, the Nordic countries were developing their own insights and 
understanding of CPP. The report by Alhola et al. (2017a), commissioned by 
the Nordic Council of Ministries, defined the framework and dimensions of 
circular procurement and presented some best practices of CPP in Nordic 
countries. A year later, the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) 
published a report on the use of sustainable procurement to promote 
circularity, which helped to export and translate the CPP concept to a global 
context and audience (Thiebault and Tonda, 2018). Moreover, some reports 
focused on a specific aspect of CPP. For example, Vanacore et al.'s (2018) main 
focus was on developing a CPP indicator, Salonen and Vangsbo (2019) 
focused on construction projects, and van der Zande et al. (2019) proposed a 
roadmap for transforming the Dutch public sector in a manner that would 
enable CPP to be widely implemented and monitored.  

Overall, based on the material collected, it was identified that industry and 
government reports began with broad conceptualizations of CPP and began 
building a theoretical foundation through developing insights of practice. 
More recently industry reports have pivoted towards analyzing specific 
sectors or aspects of the procurement process. The breath of actors involved 
includes international and EU institutions, national and regional authorities, 
non-governmental organizations and networks and private-sector 
organizations.  

3.3. STATE OF THE ART ON CPP 
Following the description of the sample of academic and project reports, this 
section elaborates on the state of the art of CPP, as derived from the critical 
integration of insights from the collected material. The section is divided into 
five interconnected themes. Table 3-5 presents an overview of the themes and 
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the most relevant references used, however, since the themes overlap, some 
publications are used in several sections. 

Table 3-5: State of the art of CPP literature divided by themes 

Theme Description 

Policy Framework 
CPP as a policy instrument, interaction with other 
policies and regulations and the design of a smart 

policy mix for circularity. 

Supporting tools 

An array of tools used in the implementation of 
CPP, including GPP criteria, ecolabels, guidance 

documents, intermediation, collaboration 
platforms, and environmental and cost 

assessments. 

Contractual 
arrangements 

Commercial contracts that result from CPP 
projects, including integrated waste contracts, 
access-based and functional or performance 

contracting. 

Project management 
and organizational 

practices 

Insights related to CPP project management as 
well as broader organizational practices relevant 
at the procurement department and municipal 

levels. 

Innovation potential 
Exploring the potential of CPP as a driver of 
business models and systemic innovation. 

3.3.1. POLICY FRAMEWORK 
Overall, CPP policy is a direct policy lever that can be used to promote a CE 
transition in various ways (Milios, 2017). For example, implementing 
procurement criteria regarding the recycled content of textiles can lead to an 
increase in textiles’ circularity at the national level (Dahlbo et al., 2017). This 
can also be aimed at a specific industry, such as the automotive industry, 
which can be incentivized toward circularity by procuring mobility as a 
product-service system (Ceschin and Vezzoli, 2010). Alternatively, it can be 
used to increase the procurement of remanufactured goods by framing 
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appropriate criteria for product life extension to create sizeable market effects 
and upscale circular business operations (Milios, 2021).  

As a stand-alone policy, CPP may have a limited effect on increasing material 
circulation (Dahlbo et al., 2017). Therefore, CPP should be integrated as part 
of a circularity policy mix (Milios, 2017). A smart policy mix means a variety 
of instruments that are designed to act in synergy to promote a general goal—
in this case, a CE transition. In the EU context, such a policy mix includes GPP, 
the EU Flower (a type I ecolabel) and the Eco-Design and Labeling Directives 
(Faure and Dalhammar, 2018). When designing such a policy mix, it is 
important to create synergies and minimize tensions between the 
instruments. For example, there is currently a tension between GPP criteria 
essentially excluding the purchase of remanufactured goods due to the 
inability to provide detailed information on the product materials. One way 
of creating synergy would be to develop specific GPP criteria for 
remanufactured products.  

Some countries, regions and cities have policies in place specifically 
addressing CPP; for example, the city of Amsterdam sets specific targets for 
recycled content as part of all textile procurement (Campbell-Johnston et al., 
2019). Another way to embed circularity in procurement policy is by 
extending or enhancing an established procurement policy, such as GPP. 
However, from an international perspective, there is still limited integration 
between CE principles and GPP (Iannone et al., 2020). Overall, Marrucci et al. 
(2019), analyzing the integration of CE with GPP as well as other instruments 
for sustainable consumption and production, found a weak integration and 
the need for a more systemic and interconnected approach toward embedding 
CE in the policy landscape.  

3.3.2. SUPPORTING TOOLS  
This section introduces a variety of tools that can facilitate the implementation 
of CPP, including GPP criteria, ecolabels, guidance documents, 
intermediation and collaboration platforms as well as life-cycle costing and 
life-cycle assessments.  

GPP criteria 

The European GPP policy mandates the development of core and 
comprehensive “green criteria” that are readily available to be included in 
public tenders as a form of requirement or award criteria (Neubauer et al., 
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2017). Before GPP criteria were available, member states developed their own 
practices for green procurement, such as the incorporation of secondary raw 
materials into road construction (Chateau, 2007). Currently, there are GPP 
criteria for 20 products and services.  

Broadly speaking, GPP includes some circular aspects that promote extending 
the product life span, more efficient use of products, the recyclability and 
incorporation of recycled content, and the limitation of hazardous materials 
to facilitate further circulation (Alhola et al., 2019). However, GPP is a 
voluntary instrument in most cases, and even if public authorities choose to 
implement it, the applied criteria are not uniform (Alhola and Nissinen, 2018). 
For example, Braulio-Gonzalo and Bovea (2020) found that most circular-
related elements of the GPP criteria for furniture, e.g., take-back and reuse, 
were not used by Spanish public organizations. Moreover, circularity-related 
criteria did not always award additional points to the potential tender, which 
limited their potential influence.  

Bratt et al. (2013) explored the process of developing national GPP criteria in 
Sweden for two product groups. They identified that criteria development 
meetings did not aim to explore innovation potentials, lacked a diverse set of 
stakeholders (e.g., academia or other experts) and had a restrictive agenda 
that precluded discussions about innovations. Moreover, the criteria 
development process did not take a full life-cycle perspective, while the focus 
was exclusively on existing products and services and failed to explore 
functional requirements. Bratt et al. (2013) shed light on one of the inherent 
limitations of the process of developing GPP that limits its efficacy as a tool 
for implementing CPP: GPP criteria only cover the well-established circularity 
practices of the market and thus GPP fails to drive innovative solutions.  

Overall, if properly applied, GPP can be a direct supporter of established 
circularity practices. However, studies conducted so far have also identified 
several limitations of driving CPP based solely on green criteria, namely that 
GPP criteria are only available for 20 product groups and only some elements 
of circularity are incorporated in the criteria (Alhola et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
the existence of such circularity-related indicators in the GPP documents does 
not guarantee their implementation in practice (Braulio-Gonzalo and Bovea, 
2020) as public buyers are free to choose which criteria to include in any 
specific tender. 

Ecolabels and other labeling schemes 
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CPP can be supported by ecolabels and other labeling schemes since they can 
significantly reduce information asymmetries and incentivize the uptake of 
circular products. For example, a type I environmental label such as the EU 
Flower can act as a verification scheme that facilitates the assurance process 
from supplier to consumer concerning the environmental characteristics of a 
specific product or service from a full life-cycle perspective (Paganin, 2020). 
While current ecolabels already include some circularity aspects, for ecolabels 
to drive CPP further, they must be strengthened and adapted to reflect a 
greater spectrum of circularity (Thiebault and Tonda, 2018). Besides 
environmental characteristics, labeling schemes can also help communicate 
and assure the quality of reused products. For example, the exploratory study 
by Gåvertsson et al. (2020) analyzed the development of a reused ICT quality 
label. Such a label would facilitate the uptake of reused ICT by public 
authorities.  

Another way in which ecolabels support CPP is by providing inspiration on 
specific and measurable circularity metrics related to product characteristics. 
In this regard, Vanacore et al. (2018) introduced a product-level indicator that 
measures the recirculated content of products. Their “C” indicator is 
calculated by dividing the economic value of the recirculated parts of a 
product by the economic value of all its parts. Using this simple calculation, 
Vanacore et al. (2018) provide an option for public buyers to be explicit about 
the share or content of recycled parts that is desired in their procurement and 
progressively increase such value in subsequent projects. 

Guidance documents  

Laws, directives, regulations and guidelines derived from public bodies, such 
as authorities or procurement support organizations, can offer valuable 
guidance and information to facilitate the implementation of CPP (Soto et al., 
2020). Another common type of guidance document is best practice reports 
(Thiebault and Tonda, 2018). These practice-oriented outputs provide 
accessible introductions on the topic of CPP (Jones, Kinch Sohn and 
Lysemose, 2017) or offer sector-specific insights, for example for textiles 
(Sustainable Global Resources Ltd, 2017) or construction (Salonen and 
Vangsbo, 2019). Such reports provide an overview of the relevant 
stakeholders and discuss challenges and opportunities from a value chain 
perspective. Furthermore, they identify areas of concern pertaining to specific 
product groups as well as elaborate upon potential circular criteria that could 
be included in procurement projects.  
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Intermediation and market dialogues  

CPP projects may entail developing innovative solutions and the 
incorporation of a broad group of stakeholders in the process of embedding 
circularity into procurement. Market dialogues are a specific way for potential 
suppliers to be included in the development phases of a procurement project. 
They can be used by the buyer to improve their knowledge of market 
capabilities and by the supplier to better understand the buyer’s needs. 
Overall, market dialogues can aid in the co-creation process of a CPP project. 
Chapter 5 of this dissertation analyzes market dialogues in depth. 

In the process of market dialogues, as well as in the tendering phase of 
procurement, intermediation can be used to facilitate the interactions between 
public and private actors as well as the inclusion of circularity aspects 
(Rainville, 2021). Intermediaries are third parties that are not involved in the 
tendering procedure (e.g., knowledge experts, consultants) and can help in 
particular by aligning goals between government and industry, facilitating 
cooperation between various potential suppliers, and supporting the buyer in 
their effort to push for higher circularity levels. (Rainville, 2021). 

Collaboration platforms  

Besides direct intermediation, collaboration platforms can help in 
coordinating the involvement of various stakeholders in CPP projects. 
Luciano et al. (2020) presented the case of a platform named DECORUM, 
which facilitates interaction between all stakeholders involved in both the 
demolition and construction phases, including procurer, designer, 
contracting company, and recycling plant. The platform is meant to create 
synergies between all decision-making phases and to align the production 
and use of secondary raw materials in order to increase resource efficiency in 
a holistic manner and across all phases of the project, from public tender and 
design to construction, maintenance and decommissioning.  

Environmental and cost assessments 

Life-cycle costing (LCC) and life-cycle assessments (LCA) can be used as tools 
to support the claim that CPP is preferable to traditional procurement. LCC 
methods can also be used to demonstrate that CPP responds to the procurer’s 
needs in a cost-effective manner since it reflects a broader spectrum of costs 
(investment, maintenance, replacement, end-of-life management, etc.) rather 
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than simply displaying the upfront price (Alhola and Nissinen, 2018). In turn, 
LCA can be used to compare the environmental impact between alternative 
procurement options, and hence to provide evidence of the environmental 
benefits of CPP.  

In order to evaluate the economic costs or environmental impact from a life-
cycle perspective, it is necessary to define the boundaries of the system. For 
example, Jacobson et al. (2021) conducted an LCC and LCA in a CPP project 
comparing two options of lighting procurement: a functional sale, which 
includes the provision and maintenance of lighting systems, and a product 
sale, where the buyer purchases only lighting equipment. It is important to 
define a system that includes to the greatest extent possible the “secondary” 
benefits of functional sales, such as the flexibility and adaptability of the 
solution, in order for LCC and LCA to reflect the actual superior performance 
of result-oriented procurement (Jacobson, Carlson and Lindahl, 2021). 
Overall, if a system is well defined, CPP can present circular alternatives as 
being more cost-efficient and environmentally superior to simple purchases.  

3.3.3. CONTRACTUAL ARRANGEMENTS 
Commercial contracts stipulate the rights and duties of the different parties 
entering the arrangement, and as such, they define the scope of the 
commercial transaction. Different contractual arrangements are relevant in 
the context of CPP.  

Firstly, CPP projects can be simple based on acquisition contracts stipulating 
product and delivery characteristics, payment methods, etc. This particular 
scope of procurement can also be considered as “off-the-shelf” purchasing. 
These contracts can be complemented with specific end-of-life clauses that 
help guarantee future circularity (Jones, Kinch Sohn and Lysemose, 2017). 
Such clauses include the so-called “buy-back” or “buy-resell” clause, where 
the supplier or a third party is committed to buying back, refurbishing and 
reselling the products used by the public organization after a certain time.  

Besides off-the-shelf purchasing, CPP projects can purchase from PSS 
business models, whereby the use- and result-oriented PSS models are 
relevant. In use-oriented PSS, users gain access to a product that is used 
simultaneously or in sequence with other users. These business models are 
often referred to as the sharing economy or collaborative consumption 
platforms (Klein and Ramos, 2020). Access to such sharing platforms can be 
purchased by public buyers, including open platforms with other, external 
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users, or internal platforms that facilitate collaborative consumption within 
the public organization (Dalhammar et al., 2019). In turn, result-oriented PSS 
are built around an expected result or solution that the supplier must deliver 
to the customer (Kjaer et al., 2018). PSS, in both variants, are governed by 
functional contracting.  

Functional contracts differ from acquisition arrangements since they regulate 
functions, results, and product use throughout the duration of the contract. 
Ownership exchange is not stipulated in functional contracts since the 
supplier remains the owner; in some cases, this can present complex tasks in 
determining the liability of and responsibility for products (Jacobson, Carlson 
and Lindahl, 2021). Negotiation in functional contracts is based on a price-
per-delivered service, rather than price-per-product (Witjes and Lozano, 
2016). Certain product characteristics may be stipulated; however, these are 
tied to the functional result (Jacobson, Carlson and Lindahl, 2021). For 
example, if a buyer is procuring lighting, the contract might stipulate that the 
luminaries supplying such lighting should conform to specific standards. 
Functional contracts have a long life compared to product acquisitions, and 
they create a need for ongoing communication between buyer and supplier. 
In some cases, functional contracts may also include the involvement of end-
users and stipulate the way the supplier will engage with the end-users 
during the contract (Jacobson, Carlson and Lindahl, 2021). To develop 
successful functional contracts that incentivize the buyer and supplier (and 
even the end-users) toward circularity as well as deliver effective solutions, 
collaboration between buyer and supplier is necessary, particularly in the 
preparation phase of the tender (Witjes and Lozano, 2016).  

Performance-based contracts are similar to functional contracting in the sense 
the subject matter is not products, but specific objectives or results. The key 
feature of performance-based contracts is that the expected performance (e.g., 
resource savings) is stipulated and the payments received by the supplier are 
dependent on meeting the objectives (Lohse and Riel, 2017). This makes 
performance contracting a flexible financial option since it lowers the initial 
investment and facilitates risk-sharing between buyer and supplier (Lohse 
and Riel, 2017). One example is energy performance contracting (EPC), where 
an energy-saving company (ESCO), through a variety of services, guarantees 
energy savings for the contractor. These savings are monitored and verified 
and the ESCO derives its payment from them (Peñate-Valentín and Sánchez-
carreira, 2021). Similar to EPC, Bougrain (2020) proposed circular economy 
performance contracting (CEPC) wherein a contract is made based on 
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verifiable material savings. Procuring performance requires the buyer to set 
performance objectives in tenders, rather than simply stipulate the product 
characteristics. This process can be facilitated through continuous close 
dialogue between buyer and supplier, which makes procurement procedures 
such as competitive dialogues appropriate when developing performance 
contracts (Peñate-Valentín and Sánchez-Carreira, 2021).  

3.3.4. PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND ORGANIZATIONAL 
PRACTICES 

As more and more CPP projects are being carried out, various insights on CPP 
projects and organizational and even municipal-wide practices are being 
derived. Overall, CPP projects tend to include a variety of stakeholders in the 
process (Rainville, 2021). Therefore, it is important for purchasing 
organizations to identify which actors might be involved and design the 
procedure accordingly. For example, if intensive dialogue between buyer and 
supplier is required, then multiple rounds of market consultations or a 
competitive dialogue procedure might be necessary (Alhola and Nissinen, 
2018). Similarly, if there is a need for additional knowledge partners, then 
consultancy firms or academics might be invited to participate as facilitators 
(Ntsondé and Aggeri, 2021). Furthermore, CPP procedures may require pre-
studies, such as market analysis or feasibility studies, which help improve the 
knowledge baseline of the procuring organization and provide crucial 
information for suppliers in their tender preparation (Alhola and Nissinen, 
2018). Overall, CPP projects can be more resource-intensive due to extended 
market dialogues or preparatory studies. This makes financial flexibility and 
support key success factors in CPP (Ntsondé and Aggeri, 2021).  

Procuring solutions that are in the early stages of diffusion or which require 
high investment costs may be considered particularly high-risk for the 
procuring organization (Yeow, Uyarra and Gee, 2015). In order to share the 
risks (and benefits) with the private sector, different forms of collaboration 
can be established. Two in particular have been explored in the context of 
CPP: Public-private partnerships (PPP) and innovation partnerships (IP). PPP 
are long-term contractual arrangements between the public and private 
sectors with a focus on providing public services and often relate to the 
construction sector. Compared with traditional procurement, where design, 
build and operation are performed as separate contracts, PPP adopts an 
integrative strategy, whereby a full performance contract is granted. From this 
perspective, CE principles can be incorporated by taking a life-cycle 
perspective of the project (Bao et al., 2019). In turn, IP is a specific procurement 
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model regulated at the EU level, with a public buyer and supplier entering 
into a collaboration, whereby the buyer will procure R&D services and 
potentially the outcome of the R&D process, i.e., the innovation.  

Municipalities may seek to increase the implementation of CPP beyond the 
single project level, that is, make CPP widespread or institutionalized. To 
achieve this, they cannot simply rely on established procurement practices; 
instead, tailored measures must be developed and implemented (Grandia and 
Voncken, 2019). For example, one of the main drivers of GPP is end-user 
pressure and the demand for greener products; however, relying on end-users 
might limit the development of CPP, and thus, other knowledge partners 
must be incorporated (Kristensen et al., 2021). Furthermore, inter-
departmental communication must be strengthened to ensure an entire 
municipal transition. This is particularly relevant in municipalities that have 
mixed procurement settings, involving both centralized and decentralized 
procurement (Kristensen et al., 2021). Overall, to promote CPP as a 
widespread practice, municipalities have to change not only procurement 
routines but also a variety of other organizational practices. For example, to 
stimulate ICT circularity, public organizations can make their own used ICT 
equipment available for reselling to remanufacturers in a timely manner 
(Crafoord, Dalhammar and Milios, 2018). From this perspective, CPP needs 
to be embedded within a comprehensive policy strategy that incorporates CE 
across different levels and functions of the municipality (Campbell-Johnston 
et al., 2019).  

Lastly, raising the level of implementation of CPP from a municipality to an 
entire country requires widespread changes to the entire procurement system, 
with a particular focus on monitoring and evaluation (van der Zande, 
Vervoordeldonk and Thorin, 2019). This is particularly relevant when CPP is 
considered part of the strategy for meeting national goals concerning the 
reduction of CO2 emissions or primary material use. In this context, a 
monitoring framework is necessary to track the implementation of CPP 
projects. One of the main features identified by van der Zande et al. (2019) is 
that the monitoring framework must be tailored for the unique characteristics 
of different product groups while also being able to aggregate results to the 
organizational impact level to track the progress made across the country by 
all public buyers.  
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3.3.5. INNOVATION POTENTIAL  
CPP is not only about choosing the most circular solutions from a series of 
already available alternatives: It can also be understood as the development 
of innovative circular solutions. For example, Yeow et al. (2015) presented a 
procurement project that was sparked by a data breach in the security system 
of a public organization in the UK. This led to the reconsideration of security, 
paper supply and waste management from a systemic perspective and the 
integration of such services into an innovative solution that created a closed-
loop ecosystem of paper management in the organization. Lohse and Riel 
(2017) presented a similar argument, elaborating how a regional energy 
agency in Baden-Württemberg (Germany) helped shape the capabilities of the 
ESCOs in the region. The energy agency drove innovation in the private sector 
by aligning regulations, standards and demands and promoting a transition 
from single services (i.e., renovation of heating, ventilation and air 
conditioning systems) to companies being able to provide integral services, 
including building structural renovation. Overall, CPP not only supports 
existing circular markets but can also help create new ones (Ntsondé and 
Aggeri, 2021). In some circumstances, a procurement project can even be 
considered as a driver of innovation in large socio-technical systems (Gee et 
al., 2013). The case presented by Gee et al. (2013) describes the transformation 
of a regional waste management system in Greater Manchester, UK. Public 
authorities used the expiration of the current waste-management contract as 
a chance to transform the entire system from being based on landfill to a 
multi-technology system that prioritizes recycling, energy recovery and 
composting. This required new practices from private actors as well as new 
sorting practices from citizens.  

Overall, while CPP is closely associated with innovation potentials, few 
studies have analyzed this particular aspect. However, the limited sample 
offers insights into how CPP drives innovation in the form of business models 
and, to a certain extent, is part of the transformation of large socio-technical 
systems. 

3.4. A (NEW) CPP CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
After analyzing the sample and developing the state of the art on CPP, the last 
outcome of the review is developing a new conceptual framework on the 
topic. As the framework was developed based on the reviewed literature, it 
can be considered a comprehensive conceptualization of CPP. The studies 
found through the review were analyzed and their overlaps, repetitions and 
multiple conceptualizations of the same phenomenon were identified. The 



 

79 

conceptual framework is presented in Figure 3-1 and comprises four 
interconnected elements of CPP: 1) procurement scope, 2) procurement 
procedure, 3) supporting tools and 4) organizational context. Each of the 
elements is described in detail in the following sections.  

 

Figure 3-1: New CPP conceptual framework developed from literature review 
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Procurement scope 

Procurement scope refers to the subject of the contract. Other sources call it 
“approaches” (Alhola et al., 2019), “pillars” (Thiebault and Tonda, 2018) or 
“models” (European Commission, 2017); nonetheless, these all refer to what 
is being procured. Three scopes are considered: product, service and system.  

The product scope is focused on the direct purchase of two types of products: 
new circular and refurbished. New circular products are designed to be easily 
repairable, long-lasting, efficient, etc.; i.e., they are designed according to CE 
principles. Refurbished products have undergone a type of service 
intervention, i.e., repair, refurbishment, or remanufacture, and thus embody 
circularity by reusing existing products, components or materials.  

The service scope of CPP deals with products (circular or refurbished) that are 
delivered in the form of a service that is governed by a result, performance or 
access-based contract. For example, durable products, such as furniture or ICT 
equipment, are delivered by PSS business models. Another form of service 
included in this scope is product transactions that have incorporated end-of-
life contractual clauses, i.e., buy-back or resell clauses.  

The broadest scope of CPP deals with systems, defined in this context as 
products and services that are integrated into a comprehensive solution. 
System solutions allow synergies and benefits to be created that otherwise 
would have been impossible to achieve if the individual products and services 
had been procured separately. For example, the case presented by Kristensen 
and Remmen (2019) describes a CPP project focused on learning 
environments (system) that integrates products (classroom furniture) and 
services (classroom layout design). Traditionally, these products and services 
were procured separately; however, by integrating them into a systemic 
solution, the case shows how it is possible to generate superior (sustainable) 
value for buyers, suppliers and end-users compared to conventional 
solutions.  

As elaborated above, the three scopes of CPP are interconnected in a nested 
manner, that is, the lowest scope (products) is embedded within the middle 
scope (service), and both of those are part of the broadest scope (system). This 
categorization excludes purely service-oriented procurements, such as 
interior design services, software development or consultancy. These could 
be considered to be a different scope of CPP that can potentially be used to 
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support the implementation of circularity principles into the public sector; 
however, no reference to pure service solutions could be found in the 
literature.  

Procurement procedure 

The procurement procedure refers to the way in which the procurement 
project is conducted according to pre-determined procurement processes, 
thereby determining the specific rules and guidelines. Overall, CPP is flexible 
and can be conducted through a variety of procedural forms.  

Based on the reviewed literature, CPP can be delivered through open or 
restricted procedures, such as competitive dialogues with or without 
negotiation. Other relevant procedures identified in the literature refer to 
more complex arrangements such as IP and PPP. Aggregated purchasing such 
as framework agreements were not found in the reviewed material, although 
they were used in one of the cases from the CircularPP project (Case 2 
presented in Report II in the Appendix A).  

Supporting tools 

This element includes tools that support a CPP project. The various tools 
identified in the literature are arranged in an indicative manner according to 
the stage of procurement (pre-competitive, tendering, implementation and 
follow-up) in which they are more relevant. Depending on the scope and 
procedure of procurement, some tools might be more relevant. For example, 
the procurement of refurbished products (product scope) may not apply GPP 
criteria or ecolabels, which are useful tools when procuring new circular 
products. Furthermore, open procedures may require multiple market 
dialogues since there are no spaces for negotiation with suppliers allowed 
once the tendering process begins. In comparison, closed procedures such as 
competitive dialogues, which have built-in negotiation spaces, may not 
require intensive market dialogues.  

Organizational context 

The last element in the framework captures the influence of the organizational 
context on the procurement project. This includes the practices, rules and 
norms that influence the project. For example, if a CPP project is focused on 
the procurement of ICT equipment through an access-based contract, it is 
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