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Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to empirically explain how companies can leverage relational enablers to implement a circular economy (CE).
Design/methodology/approach – The study uses a multiple case study approach, analysing three born circular start-ups and four incumbent
companies committed to CE in the context of the Italian textile industry.
Findings – This paper found that companies should prioritise environmental and accountability criteria and goal congruence over economic
considerations when selecting an appropriate partner. Moreover, knowledge sharing routines are the most important relational enabler for
developing CE, primarily implemented through rethink, repurpose, reduce and recycle. The results show the importance of relational enablers in
supporting, and even enabling, CE implementation.
Practical implications – The study contributes to practice by highlighting which CE practices are most commonly developed together with supply
chain partners and which respective relational enablers allow for CE success. Moreover, it emphasises the challenges that can impede establishing a
collaborative CE and that can lead to failure.
Originality/value – This paper enriches the supply chain management literature by shedding light on the role and desirability of relational enablers
in fostering CE. Additionally, the concept of collaborative CE is introduced, highlighting the importance of collaboration in CE. This work offers a
novel conceptual framework, the Fabric of the Circular Economy, for understanding how relational enablers can drive the transition to CE, which can
be generalised to different sectors.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decade, the circular economy (CE) concept has
rapidly gained momentum in the agendas of academia,
companies and policymakers (Burger et al., 2019). CE
introduces an innovative model that is reshaping traditional
production by implementing closed-loop processes, such as
reuse, remanufacturing and recycling, that fundamentally
decouple economic growth from resource consumption and
environmental harm (Bressanelli et al., 2019; Elia et al., 2017;
Ghisellini et al., 2016). In contrast to the linear productionmodel
that is dependent on virgin materials, CE fosters a regenerative
approach that has consistently gained traction as a critical

pathway towards sustainable development (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation, 2013). In the textile industry, this transition is
especially compelling, yet challenging. Predominantly reliant on a
linear model, the sector recycles only around 20% of global
textiles, typically for lower-value downcycling applications,
with only 1% recycled into new clothing (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation, 2017; European Commission, 2022). This trend is
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exacerbated in developing countries, such as China, where most
of the 26 million tons of clothes thrown away yearly end up in
landfills (Macleod Ji, 2024).
Additionally, the textile industry utilises a considerable

amount of energy, water and chemicals, causing significantly
detrimental environmental impacts (Colombo et al., 2022).
Integrating CE principles within this industry has the
transformative potential to redefine sustainability standards,
leading to both environmental and economic benefits (Sandin
and Peters, 2018). As more companies and policymakers
recognise the urgency of this shift, the textile industry could
implement a broader adoption of circular practices, fostering a
resilient future aligned with the UN Sustainable Development
Goals (EuropeanCommission, 2022).
However, although CE projects are attractive, they often fail

(Ghisellini et al., 2016; Jia et al., 2020). A noteworthy example
is Renewcell, a Swedish start-up that introduced an innovative
recycled textile material to promote sustainability in fashion.
Despite the initial interest from major brands and their
openness to collaborate, the company faced financial
difficulties due to the lack of commercial orders, indicating that
the brands’ and Renewcell’s goals were not aligned (Moss,
2024). Importantly, pursuing CE involves a structural redesign
of a substantial supply network and production patterns that
have been stable for decades. The case of Renewcell highlights
the challenges of aligning supply chain collaboration (SCC)
with CE goals, as brands may hesitate to invest in sustainable
materials without economic incentives. On the other hand, an
example of SCC success is showcased by Stella McCartney, a
pioneer of sustainable fashion, and Econyl, who teamed up to
produce new garments from recycled nylon from fishing nets
(Chan, 2023). The collaboration allowed the companies to
develop an innovative recycled material, making it
economically successful due to its brand visibility in themarket.
As shown in the previous examples, collaboration among

partners is paramount to successfully transitioning to circular
operations and business models (BMs) (Lisi et al., 2024;
Winkler, 2011). Establishing valuable collaborations offers
numerous advantages regarding high-value-added product
recovery and innovative BMs (Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
2013). The scientific literature highlights that the inability to
develop effective partnerships remains one of the most
significant obstacles to implementing CE (Bressanelli et al.,
2019; Jia et al., 2020); however, it has not yet elaborated on
how collaborative approaches can lead to the successful
implementation of CE (Köhler et al., 2022; Miller et al., 2025).
Some conceptual articles have attempted to investigate the
barriers to CE in underdeveloped countries (Kazancoglu et al.,
2020) or in developed countries, considering a multi-industry
perspective (Batista et al., 2023) but have not explored the
barriers that prevent SCC.
To study how SCC unfolds in the context of the CE, we

adopted the relational view proposed by Dyer and Singh
(1998). This theory explains how companies can achieve a
competitive advantage through interorganisational
relationships rather than by relying solely on internal resources.
Competitive advantage is generated by leveraging diverse
collaboration facets, hereafter referred to as relational enablers.
This paper aims to empirically shed light on the role of
relational enablers in CE development by focusing on the

context of the textile industry. The research addresses two
research questions:

RQ1. What are themain barriers to SCC aimed at supporting
CE implementation?

RQ2. How do relational enablers support the implementation
of CE?

To answer these questions, we used a multiple case study
approach built on the analysis of three start-ups founded on a
circular BM and four incumbent companies committed to CE,
all of which belong to the Italian textile industry. We chose to
focus on the textile industry because of the fragmentation
characterising its supply chain (SC), which makes collaboration
with other actors essential to achieving a successful CE that
results in a significant environmental impact, which emphasises
its urgency. Moreover, the Italian context was selected for the
analysis since it is recognised as one of the most important
industries in terms of employment, income generation and the
number of companies involved globally (European Commission,
Directorate-General for Internal Market, Industry,
Entrepreneurship, SME, 2021).
The study’s contributions to the literature include

augmenting the knowledge on supplier selection for CE,
underlining how complements to the traditional selection
criteria are needed in the CE context. The analyses outline the
most desirable relational enablers for circular projects, showing
how relational enablers and outcomes are context-dependent.
In addition, we contribute to the relational view theory by
pointing out how the different relational enablers emerge in the
context of CE in the textile industry and how they support the
success of collaborative CE. Finally, we propose a conceptual
framework, the Fabric of the Circular Economy, visualising how
the different relational enablers support the CE practices
illustrated in the 10R framework. This framework gives rise to
the main practical contribution of the study, which is that
managers can attain essential knowledge to promote CE
implementation by leveraging different relational enablers.

2. Literature review

CE is commonly recognised as “an industrial system that is
restorative or regenerative by intention and design”. It “replaces the
‘end-of-life’ concept with restoration”, focusing on the use of
renewable energy and the reduction of toxic chemicals, and
aims to eliminate waste using “the superior design of materials,
products, systems and, BMs” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
2013). CE decouples economic growth from resource
consumption and environmental losses, thus becoming a viable
alternative to the traditional linear production model
(Genovese et al., 2017; Ghisellini et al., 2016). The scientific
literature has shown how CE can be pursued through various
approaches characterised by the use of specific practices
that can be traced back, as suggested by several authors, to the
so-called 10R model (Govindan and Hasanagic, 2018).
This model classifies actions aimed at intensifying the use
of products and their components (Rethink), changing
their intended use (Refuse), extending their lifespan by
repairing (Repair) or renewing (Refurbish) them, using
parts of discarded products to recreate new products with
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identical functionalities (Remanufacture) or entirely new ones
(Repurpose) and recovering material when it is no longer
usable in energy (Recover).
Although the concepts behind CE may seem intuitive, the

transition from linear to circular models is not immediate, as it
requires a radical transformation of current production and
consumption patterns and the cultural mindset of managers
and consumers (Manshoven et al., 2019). Several authors have
pointed out that collaboration among SC partners is crucial in
designing successful circular practices (Calicchio Berardi and
Peregrino de Brito, 2021; Sudusinghe and Seuring, 2022);
however, only a few scholars have empirically elaborated on
how this can be achieved. For instance, Wang et al. (2022)
studied how SCC can be a lever in overcoming the challenges
of implementing circular practices (i.e. financial, technical,
regulatory, societal and infrastructural). In addition, Miller
et al. (2025) elaborated on five collective practices that can
facilitate organisations to access the necessary resources and
competences to recover end-of-life products and transform
them into reusable materials, for example through purposive
platforms.
Studies on collaboration for environmental sustainability at

large have proposed that different enablers of collaborative
success have varying desirability in different industrial contexts.
This is because context matters, and not all firms can obtain the
expected outcomes from the SCCs they build (Maleki et al.,
2023; Tran et al., 2023, 2020).

2.1 Supply chain collaboration for circular economy in
the textile industry
As the industrial context plays a significant role in shaping the
effectiveness of SCC, the degree of collaboration, the drivers of
and the barriers to SCC for CE (Farooque et al., 2019;
Kazancoglu et al., 2020; Tura et al., 2019), we delve into the
specific context of the textile industry. Many scholars have
studied the technical aspects of developing circular textile
material (Baloyi et al., 2024; Pakdel et al., 2021), but few
studies have examined the managerial aspects of designing
collective circular projects.
The extant research on collaboration for CE in the specific

context of the textile industry is still developing.
Predominantly, it conceptualises the challenges impeding the
development of CE projects. For instance, Kazancoglu et al.
(2020) identified 25 barriers, classified into nine main groups:
management and decision-making, labour, design challenges,
materials, rules and regulations, lack of knowledge and
awareness, lack of integration and collaboration, cost and
technical infrastructure. Hartley et al. (2022) identified the
most pressing barriers in the Dutch context, which include high
costs concerning the production and selling of circular
products, lack of consumer awareness and interest, cultural
challenges, design challenges, limited circular input supply
streams, a lack of ability to deliver high-quality CE products,
investment costs and laws and regulations. Only Jia et al. (2020)
highlighted the importance of a strong association among
partners in the textile SC to execute a circular SC as a way of
improving innovation capability (Lieder and Rashid, 2016)
and, most importantly, linking the phases of the long textile SC
(Hyder et al., 2017). Jia et al. (2020) focused on the barriers to
and drivers of SCC for achieving CE. In a systematic literature

review, they divided the barriers to SCC for CE into three
groups: organisational, financial and policy, and further
distinguished them as ex-ante and ex-post, depending on when
they might emerge during the transition to closed-loop SC.
They also classified the drivers into organisational, institutional
and customer categories. Notably, customer awareness of
sustainable products and CE knowledge emerged as the most
crucial aspect. Farrukh and Sajjad (2024), analysing cases from
Pakistan’s textile industry, categorised drivers into internal and
external and identified the key ones for both. Degenstein et al.
(2023) revealed that environmental concerns are the primary
internal driver of CE. Concerning partner selection, Jia et al.
(2020) found that government regulations often require firms
to adopt sustainability standards when selecting suppliers – a
finding corroborated by Cai and Choi (2020). These
contributions provide a relatively comprehensive picture of why
CE is struggling to gain ground in an industrial sector
characterised by heavy structural fragmentation and is thus
failing to be implemented.
Overall, while the existing literature provides an overview of

the barriers hindering the adoption of CE in the textile
industry, a gap remains in understanding how collaboration
can facilitate its implementation. Indeed, this has been
recognised as pivotal to a successful CE in the textile SC (Nath
et al., 2025; Schumacher and Forster, 2022). To address this
gap, the relational view offers a valuable theoretical lens for
examining how strategic partnerships can generate competitive
advantage and drive the successful adoption of circular
practices.

2.2 Relational view on supply chain collaboration for
the circular economy
According to the relational view, collaborative efforts allow firms
to move away from mere transactional relationships and enable
the acquisition of competitive advantage in the form of relational
rents. The latter are defined as “supernormal profits generated in
the relational exchange that cannot be generated by either firm in
isolation and can only be created by the idiosyncratic contribution of
alliance partners” (Dyer and Singh, 1998, p. 662). Relational
rents are derived from four relational enablers: relation-specific
assets, knowledge-sharing routines, complementary resources
and effective governance.
Relation-specific assets are those assets that partners invest in

to tailor them to the needs of the specific relationship (Dyer and
Singh, 1998). The relational view distinguishes between
human asset specificities, which relate to the personnel
dedicated to the specific relationship, and physical asset
specificities, which relate to customised capital investments
(Dyer and Singh, 1998). Accordingly, investing in developing
these assets is more likely to be observed in long-standing
relationships in which the collaborating parties have established
mutual trustworthiness (Touboulic andWalker, 2015).
Knowledge sharing routines are “regular pattern of interfirm

interaction that permits the transfer, recombination or creation of
knowledge” (Dyer and Singh, 1998, p. 665). Köhler et al. (2022)
noted that the establishment of circular open innovation in the
construction industry is directly enabled by the establishment
of knowledge sharing routines through formal communication
channels and by the adoption of informal governance
mechanisms. While the integration of knowledge sharing
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routines with suppliers allows firms to become more
operationally efficient (Falcone et al., 2024), integrating these
routines with buyers allows for the sharing of market insights,
which allows companies to refine their innovations and
improve their market competitiveness (Cassetta et al., 2023;
Falcone et al., 2024). Mutual benefits arise from these
relationships, as firms work with suppliers to enhance SC
control and help suppliers develop sustainability capabilities
(Shumon et al., 2019; Touboulic and Walker, 2015). As
suppliers improve their practices, their financial performance
increases, creating a positive feedback loop. This allows buyers
to reduce their individual investments in sustainable resources,
thus benefiting from suppliers’ enhanced sustainability efforts
(Gimenez and Sierra, 2013).
Complementary resources are defined as the “distinctive

resources of alliance partners that collectively generate greater
relational rents than the sum of those obtained from the individual
endowments of each partner” (Dyer and Singh, 1998, p. 666).
Collaboration with suppliers provides access to essential
complementary strategic capabilities, such as technical know-
how to enhance products’ circularity, thus supporting firms’
capacity for innovation (Hofman et al., 2020; Falcone et al.,
2024). Therefore, instead of investing in the development of
internal capabilities, firms should leverage those already
possessed by other actual or potential partners and seek
collaborations for this purpose (Paulraj, 2011; Touboulic and
Walker, 2015). This puts an emphasis on supplier selection, as
it enables firms to reduce their environmental impact by
selectingmore sustainable materials.
Establishing effective governance practices relates to building

governance mechanisms that allow partners to reduce
transaction costs and incentivise value creation (Dyer and
Singh, 1998). Köhler et al. (2022) observed how informal
governance mechanisms, which promote the development of
trust through social and reciprocal interactions between parties
(Keller et al., 2021), worked more effectively to develop trust
between partners and, in turn, made firms more likely to share
their sustainability goals and values, thus catalysing innovation
(Difrancesco et al. 2022; Falcone et al., 2024). For example,
firms that deeply understand their suppliers’ operational
routines can reduce formal governance mechanisms (e.g.
contracts ormonitoring) (Keller et al., 2021), resulting in better
financial performance for both partners. These reciprocal
improvements help firms achieve better environmental
performance while fostering a cooperative and mutually
beneficial SC dynamic.
The literature has primarily focused on understanding why

firms should collaborate, outlining the benefits of SCC in
multiple contexts, and generically stating that it can help
improve firm and SC performance (Schöggl et al., 2024). Yet,
how SCC should be developed to support CE has been
overlooked. The relational view provides an appropriate
theoretical lens for examining this phenomenon by outlining
four elements through which partners can accumulate
relational rents. Collaboration for the CE is scantily studied in
the literature, and the use of the relational view is even more
sparse (Köhler et al., 2022). Since success in the CE is heavily
dependent on collaborative efforts, there is a need to
understand how the four relational enablers can contribute to
establishing circular practices. Finally, as industrial context can

significantly influence the motivations, means and outcomes of
SCC and the underlying relational enablers, we focus on the
textile industry.
Building on the above-mentioned literature, an initial

conceptual framework that links the relational enablers to CE
practices was defined to guide the empirical study, as shown in
Figure 1.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research design
The case study is the most applied type of qualitative study
when investigating CE implementation in the textile context
(Jia et al., 2020) and the establishment of relationships in the
SC for CE (Calicchio Berardi and Peregrino de Brito, 2021).
According to Meredith (1998), the case study has three major
strengths:
1 It allows for the study of the phenomenon in its natural

setting, thus generating relevant theory while observing
actual practice;

2 It makes it possible to answer what, why and how
questions by gaining a complete understanding of the
phenomenon;

3 It enables exploratory investigations, in which the
variables are still unknown and the phenomenon is not
well understood.

Furthermore, case studies allow for the investigation of
emergent phenomena occurring in complex environments by
providing an in-depth description that may be difficult to
achieve with quantitative methods (Barratt et al., 2011). The
six-step approach proposed by Dooley (2002) was adopted in
this study. As a first step, we defined our research questions by
building on existing theory and literature, as described in the
literature review section. The second step involved selecting
cases and determining data-gathering and analysis techniques.
In our study, we adopted the multiple case study methodology
given the exploratory stage of the topic under analysis and the
need to collect in-depth knowledge on how SC collaboration
supports CE and the barriers companies face, as per our
research questions. The cases, with the firm being the unit of
analysis, were selected purposefully to ensure that they were
“information-rich” (Patton, 2002). Therefore, we purposefully
selected companies that have successfully implemented a CE in
collaboration with different SC partners. We varied cases
according to their life cycle stage (i.e. they are incumbents or
start-ups), as they might have different levels of internal
competence for CE and therefore different needs in relying on
external partners. This choice allowed us to guarantee a
reasonable level of external validity and to diminish the risk of
relying on biased information (Voss et al., 2016, 2002; Yin,
2003). In addition, this method made it possible to extend and
combine the theoretical concepts identified in the CE literature
and the relational view theory by defining an initial conceptual
framework and coding relevant information from the interviews
to identify specific items within each identified category.

3.2 Sample selection
The choice of research sample followed the purposeful
sampling approach (Patton, 2002). Eisenhardt (1989b)
proposed a range of four to ten cases to adequately balance the
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width and depth of observations without impairing the capacity
to process the gathered data cognitively. We selected seven
cases that were active in more than one CE practice and with
more than one enabler of the relational view supporting these
practices. As a context of study, we decided to focus on Italian
textile and apparel companies, as this sector has often been
pointed out as particularly polluting and, therefore, potentially
benefiting from the CE (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017;
House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, 2019;
Jia et al., 2020). In addition, this sector is characterised by a
high level of SC fragmentation, stemming from years of
outsourcing and offshoring to low-cost countries, making
collaboration along the SC essential to achieving CE. Since the
scientific literature highlights that the need for collaboration
with SC partners may change during the life cycle of
organisations (Franco, 2017), it is crucial to consider
businesses at different stages of their evolutionary paths.
Therefore, we purposively selected seven cases, including three
companies born circular and still in a start-up phase and four
companies engaged in CE projects, whose reputations have
been widely recognised in their sectors. Table 1 includes a high-
level overview of the companies included in our sample.

3.3 Data collection
The third step in the research method is planning for collecting
the data. In particular, we planned the types of data to be
gathered (including interviews and other sources for
triangulation), to store the data in a shared folder and to create
an Excel file summarising all the data collected. Additionally,

all the researchers defined and agreed on a common interview
protocol, including a questionnaire, the type of interaction with
the informant and the recording rules. The fourth step involves
collecting data in the field. All data were gathered through
semi-structured interviews with a founder or manager of the
considered companies. In each case, the person with the
highest level of responsibility for circular projects was
interviewed to grasp factual, insightful and comprehensive
information on the process of developing a fruitful circular SC.
Twelve interviews were conducted by following a research
protocol based on the literature concerning SCC, as provided
in the Appendix, which is composed of fourmain topics:
1 Business activities, company position in the SC and

circular practices;
2 Partner selection process;
3 Collaboration dimensions implemented along the SC; and
4 Barriers and obstacles faced in the development of SCC.

The questions were open-ended to allow interviewees to
discuss their experiences and explore the issues freely. Each
interview was conducted remotely or in person by at least two
researchers and was recorded and fully transcribed to increase
the study’s internal reliability (Yin, 2009). Triangulation with
secondary sources, such as companies’ websites, press articles,
social reports and webinars (Scandura and Williams, 2000),
was carried out to corroborate and validate the outcomes, thus
overcoming the limitations that conducting interviews can
entail (Yin, 2013).
The data collection was stopped when the four criteria

proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were satisfied, namely

Figure 1 Conceptual framework

Source:Authors’ own work
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exhaustion of sources, saturation of categories, emergence of
regularities and overextension. In practice, we stopped when all
the CE practices were supported by at least one enabler of the
relational view (Voss et al., 2016), not necessarily with a specific
partner.

3.4 Data analysis
The fifth step of the research process was data evaluation and
analysis. To perform this step, we set up a folder containing
each case study’s interview transcript, field notes and archival
data. We then prepared preliminary versions of the reports for
each case study and sent them to the companies to check the
correctness and accuracy of the information. Based on the
feedback received, we developed a final version of each case
study narrative (Voss et al., 2016).
Preliminary to the data analysis, two researchers

independently coded the case narratives. The interview
protocol served as a first coding scheme; in addition, in each
area of the protocol, the sentences were coded into concepts
(open coding), first grouped into sub-categories and then into
categories (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The consistency and
adherence to the gathered information’s coding scheme were
independently assessed and cross-checked by two researchers
to minimise bias and reach consensus (Baxter and Jack, 2008).
Another researcher was designated as the “resident devil’s
advocate” to discuss and solve possible disagreements. The
coding tree is shown in Figure 2, in which the categories are
reported on the right, the second-order codes in themiddle and
the first-order themes, where present, on the left. With respect
to the starting conceptual framework, two categories were
added as they emerged from the data: business partner
selection and barriers to SCC for CE.

In accordance with Voss et al. (2002), the data analysis was
structured into two distinct steps: within-case analysis and
cross-case analysis. To familiarise with each case study, we first
performed a within-case analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989a, 1989b)
(provided as supplementary material). We identified the
circular practices, the main collaboration dimensions
developed in the SC, the business partners selection criteria
and the barriers they faced. Subsequently, we conducted a
cross-case analysis to capture the differences and similarities
among the selected companies and to identify emerging
patterns, which were also represented in the coding tree
(Figure 2). This activity allowed us to generalise the findings
from the different cases and facilitated abstraction and
conceptualisation for theory elaboration purposes. The sixth
and last step was the development of the research report,
namely, this article.

3.5 Rigour
A well-designed research method, as described above, ensured
research rigour. In designing it, the involved researchers paid
attention to reliability and validity. Reliability was assured by
the transparency of the research method, which is thoroughly
described, including the research protocol and the questions
asked of the interviewees, provided as Supplementary material.
Moreover, all the information collected for the research was
properly stored in a folder shared among the involved
researchers. Any scholar interested in replicating our study
should be able to do so by following the steps reported here.We
invite replication studies in the future, especially in different
contexts, following a recent call for these types of studies
(Pagell, 2021).
Concerning validity, we ensured construct validity by

applying multiple strategies. First, we triangulated the data

Figure 2 Coding tree

Source:Authors’ ownwork
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using various data sources; second, we involved the key
informants of each case company in revising their case reports.
Finally, in drafting this paper, we made sure to report the data
collection procedure and how we analysed the data as
transparently as possible, as well as to guide the reader through
the chain of evidence in the Results section. Internal validity
was guaranteed by the development of an initial research
framework to guide the data collection and analysis, which also
allowed us to perform pattern matching between the empirical
results, the expected results from the literature and among the
cases. Additionally, multiple researchers were involved in the
brainstorming process accompanying the data analysis. Finally,
external validity, despite being more difficult to ensure with
case studies, was still considered by selecting cases belonging to
two types of companies, start-ups and incumbents, and by
framing the research with an existing theoretical basis, aiming
for theory extension (Barratt et al., 2011; Voss et al., 2016).

4. Results of the cross-case analysis

Before focusing on answering the RQs, it is worth mentioning that
all the analysed companies confirmed that it is difficult to
implement circular projects independently, as highlighted in the
scientific literature (Khan et al., 2020; Köhler et al., 2022). A
statement byCase B’s founder emphasised that competition issues
should disappear when considering the development of CE to
favour the functional establishment of valuable collaborations:

When we deal with sustainability, there is no space for competition because
we are all moving in a common direction that aims to reduce the harmful
impact on the environment. I think that an actor driven by sustainable
values, not only by market demand, surely values collaboration.

Another relevant aspect that emerged from the cases was the
importance of supplier selection. The investigated cases show that
economic factors do not always play a primary role in this aspect.
Threemain factors arose as relevant for selecting business partners
for a CE to increase the possibility of success. We observed that
geographical proximity improves relations between partners due to
increased mutual trust and efficacy of problem-solving processes.
The investigated cases recognised the value of establishing a local
SC for circular products to ensure their sustainable mission. For
example,CaseD’smanager claimed:

It is impossible, for example, to think of having fabrics shipped to America,
transformed and then returned to Italy, because all this would create an
environmental and economic impact that makes no sense when we deal with
CE.

Similarly, the other cases all agree that long-range transportation,
stemming from the highly dispersed structure of textile SCs, is
counterproductive in a BM that has environmental concerns at
its core. Controlling the environmental impact is the primary
motivation for firms in selecting local partners. Nonetheless, this
choice has positive side effects. Case D’s manager reported that
logistic operations between locally concentrated partners resulted
in a non-negligible cost reduction compared to shippingmaterials
across continents. The relevance of geographical proximity was
confirmed by all the analysed companies, apart from Case G,
which currently must necessarily source most of its primary raw
material from Normandy, as this region produces nearly 75% of
the globally available flax, with the remaining 25% coming
mainly from China. Case G is working to reshore the production
of its raw material to Italy to reduce distance and increase its
commitment to lowering its environmental impact.

The second factor to consider in supplier selection concerns
the goal congruence between the business partners. A robust
alignment of partners’ final goals increases the possibility of
effectively overcoming several barriers. Case D’s manager
emphasised this point:

Goal congruence is the first step on which collaborations need to be based;
having common objectives is essential to carry out circular projects. When
all parties involved in a collaboration believe in the project’s purposes and
have common goals and interests, some problems are less complicated to
solve.

Nevertheless, achieving a satisfactory level of goal congruence
is demanding, as companies tend to operate in an
individualistic way and prioritise their own objectives.
The final partner selection factor concerns the relevance of high

levels of transparency. This aspect, which encompasses the
possibility of sharing information about production processes, skills
and other important data on company procedures, is fundamental
for implementingCEprojects, as asserted byCaseC’s founder:

A fundamental requirement for establishing functional collaborations is
related to the ethics and transparency of the actors with which we have
business relationships: if a high level of transparency is not guaranteed, we
will not be able to implement the ideas we work on as planned.

Several difficulties can arise when partners are unwilling to
establish collaborative dynamics based on these principles,
which have been distinguished as ex-ante and ex-post barriers
(Figure 3). The former involves all company obstacles during
the supplier selection and before the formal collaboration kick-
off. The latter refers to all barriers a company has to cope with
after the official beginning of a collaboration, when the results
of the partnerships are evident and the actors involved can be
considered partners.
Ex-ante barriers encompass a lack of interest in developing

sustainable solutions, clarity about the final goal and economic and
design challenges. The first barrier refers to the significant
difficulties in finding companies that strongly believe in the
values underlying the development of sustainable solutions.
Despite the increasing awareness about the relevance of
sustainability in recent years, parties sometimes persist in
recognising only the economic advantages associated with the
concept and attempt to achieve them by showing the fictitious
implementation of sustainable solutions without truly caring
about the environmental and social spheres. Case C’s founder
clearly summarised this issue:

Many actors deal with sustainability only to gain visibility and economic
benefits by exploiting the current popularity of this topic.

Regarding the lack of clarity about the final goal, Case D’s
manager claimed:

An important problem that we face during the development of SCC
concerns the lack of clarity regarding the final objectives to achieve and the
ways in which they can be attained.

The actors involved in these projects must be committed to
sustainability and prepared to invest; however, there are
concerns about the uncertainty of the results in the early stages,
which presents difficulty in finding the best partners and
developing effective win-win solutions. Economic challenges are
associated with the troubles encountered in finding partners
willing to jeopardise their economic margins in favour of
sustainable progress in the short term. Indeed, numerous
companies are unwilling to invest in projects characterised by
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high uncertainty and a switch from traditional processes to
novel circular systems, as stated byCase A’s co-founder:

It was necessary to demonstrate that value could be created for all the
stakeholders involved in a SC that had never existed yet. Convincing
partners, suppliers, weavers and dyers who had been working in a certain
way for forty years and had no strong motivations to change their status quo
was not easy.

Finally, design challenges are closely linked to the previous
challenges and are a direct consequence of the nature of CE
projects. Their highly uncertain character implies multifaceted
and expensive phases of R&D.
Overall, most ex-ante barriers appear to affect start-ups’

possibility of collaboration towards CE. Simultaneously,
difficulties for incumbent companies mainly concern a lack of
genuine interest and a lack of clarity regarding the final goal.
Specifically, start-ups face design and economic challengesmainly,
since they usually do not have enough power.
Ex-post barriers include structural and organisational

differences between the parties involved, a low transparency level,
little understanding of what CE projects entail and inadequate
communication. The first implies that the different structures
of the partners may lead to misalignments that are difficult to
overcome in a successful collaboration. Case D’s manager
stated:

Overcoming the barriers determined by the diversity of the structures of
companies involved in the collaboration is one of the main difficulties we
encounter.

Concerning low transparency, partners are often reluctant to
share their skills, as well as their know-how on materials and
processes, as Case B’s founder pointed out:

When we decide to publish the name of all our suppliers to let our customers
know where the garments they buy were produced, our collaborators ask us
which were the reasons that brought us to that decision since it was not such
an important aspect for them.

Overall, the achievement of a transparent SC is one of the most
critical issues regarding theCE transition.
Additionally, since CE projects are generally complex, the

companies investigated struggle to find actors willing to accept
partial and intermediate failures. This barrier is named little
understanding of what CE projects entail and is recurrently faced
byCaseD’s team:

It is sometimes difficult to make the customer understand that circular
activities using recovered waste may not lead to the development of a
product with the exact same characteristics as a traditional product; it will
probably have a lower quality and a higher cost.

The last barrier concerns inadequate communication. Despite
discrepancies in how to carry out some activities present in any
context of collaboration, they acquire greater significance in
this context since the businesses analysed are particularly
innovative. Indeed, achieving optimal alignment for
implementing specific processes may be a demanding path,
achievable only in the long term.Case B’s founder commented:

It is usually not easy to talk to artisans; it takes time to understand each other
and to reach agreements that satisfy all parties. Especially in the product
development phase, there are often communication problems.

These barriers emerged as stemming from faulty collaborations
in which partners did not share the same vision and could not
find appropriate solutions to pursue CE. However, we also
witnessed how functioning collaborations lead to successful CE
implementation.
We found that knowledge sharing routines emerged in this

context under two mechanisms: the establishment of informal
information-sharing practices (e.g. emails and phone calls) and
frequent and bidirectional communications. Case B’s founder
described it this way:

We tend to have relationships with our suppliers based on high-frequency
communication. Customers are invited to give us direct feedback every time
they buy one of our garments.

This relational enabler appears to be more relevant than the
others, as it supports the implementation of seven out of ten CE
practices. Indeed, all the analysed cases leverage it. Four out of
seven companies adopt this enabler to repurpose or recycle end-
of-life or waste, while three out of seven use it to rethink or
reduce them. For example, as regards the former, Case E,
thanks to the know-how of one supplier, produces jumpers
using recycled aramid fibres from discarded firefighters’
jackets. Concerning the latter, by sharing accurate and
complete ideas, Case B can produce high-quality garments and
accessoriesmade to last.
Complementary resources and capabilities turned out to be

essential, primarily in terms of strategic complementarity (i.e.
complementarity of resources). Indeed, this enabler is

Figure 3 Most relevant barriers arising before and after the implementation of the collaborations for developing CE projects

Source:Authors’ ownwork
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leveraged in six out of the seven cases under investigation to
implement eight out of ten CE practices overall. Four
companies are supported by this relational enabler to repurpose,
while three use it to rethink and recycle. For example, Case F’s
manager highlighted how they rely on the strategic
complementarity of the partners (Dyer and Singh, 1998) by
leveraging the supplier’s machinery to successfully implement
recycling:

The supplier, of course, knows their plant and knows what characteristics
our product must have to be accepted by their plant. Therefore, it makes its
know-how available in favour of a win-win situation.

Additionally, Case D’s manager told us that they make their
laboratories available to their partners to achieve CE objectives:

We usually give the possibility to our partners to use our production facilities
where tests and experiments related to the innovative solutions developed
can be conducted.

Moreover, effective governance is performed in five out of seven
cases to implement seven of ten CE practices. In particular, we
observed that firms have adopted predominantly informal
governance mechanisms, relying on “handshake” deals, for
example, to collaborate and synchronise production plans. Inmost
of the collaborative projects we observed, these practices were
sufficient to create trust between the partners. Nonetheless, we
observed that at times, larger firms ormonopolistic actors required
formal contracts with exclusivity clauses and the formalisation of
profit-sharing systems to gain trust with their partners, thus
aligning their interests with those of the collaborative circular
project. Exemplary isCaseC,which reported:

[Association Name], being the only accredited body in Italy for the sorting
of textile waste, has been involved with a contract that guarantees it
exclusivity, and we give them 100% of the revenues from the sale of the
products they sort for us without being recycled.

Four companies leverage governance mechanisms to repurpose,
while three use them to rethink or reduce. For instance, within a
specific CE pilot project in which food input is necessary to
produce dyes for textiles, Case D’s manager witnessed the
importance of this enabler, stating:

We collaborate with a company operating in the food industry that provides
us waste products deteriorating within a few days. So, it is essential to better
understand from the very beginning when their production takes place to
identify the best way to manage the produced waste.

Finally, relation-specific assets proved to be the least pervasive and
relevant compared to the other enablers. This enabler is leveraged
by six out of the seven cases under investigation, and it supports
all the CE practices overall. However, it is less pervasive than the
previous three, as no more than two cases implement each CE
practice with its support. As an example of the use of this enabler,
Case F’s manager explained how human assets specificity could
bring unique value to the relationship by merging the respective
know-how of the collaborating parties and generating a unique set
of R&Dcapabilities. In particular, theymentioned:

We are conducting ongoing R&D with one of our main suppliers to ensure
that our product can be recycled at their de-polymerisation plant. Our
efforts go beyond simply using recycled nylon; we are working closely with
our supplier to enable the recycling of our end-of-life products. This
includes taking back our used carpets and reprocessing them in their de-
polymerisation plant to produce new yarn.

Table 2 summarises the results and shows which relational
enabler supports whichCE practice.

5. Discussion

5.1 The fabric of the circular economy
The findings highlight how firms can successfully perform
collaborative CE practices, which are summarised in the
Fabric of the Circular Economy conceptual framework
(Figure 4). There should be three essential criteria
underpinning any collaboration to develop CE: goal
congruence, transparency between partners and geographical
proximity. As already widely discussed in this paper, these
factors are interrelated. High levels of transparency might be
fostered by a solid goal congruence between partners as well as
their geographical proximity. These three factors must be
ensured simultaneously before the actual implementation of
the potential partnership. Failure to fulfil one of the three
selection factors could lead to several difficulties in
overcoming ex-ante issues and tackling ex-post ones.
Regarding the relational enablers, knowledge sharing routines

appear to be more important than any other enabler in achieving
CE, especially to repurpose, rethink, recycle and reduce. This result
aligns with Zaman et al.’s (2024) claim regarding general
sustainability-related benefits. Complementary resources and
capabilities are also relevant in supporting repurpose, rethink and
recycle practices. Again, the previous literature has identified this
enabler as an accelerator of collaborative culture development
(Zaman et al., 2024; Zhang andCao, 2018).Working together can
facilitate a better understanding of the market and competitive
environment. Once the foundations of the collaboration have been
established, other enablers are necessary to adequately support
them and allow the partners to achieve the defined objectives.
While effective governance supports repurpose, rethink and reduceCE
practices, relation-specific assets, even if widely adopted across cases,
appear in only a few cases for each CE practice. Therefore,
represented with a lighter colour in the fabric, it is the least
important enabler for CE in the textile industry. We also managed
to link specific relational enablers to the different CE practices,
thus showing that the importance of the different enablers varies
according to how the company aims to implement CE. The Fabric
of Circular Economy summarises the presented insight by using
darker threads for themost desirable relational enablers.

5.2 Research propositions
As discussed in the cross-case analysis, partner selection should
not focus on economic factors only. Most companies, especially
start-ups, are willing to pay higher costs to develop CE projects. In
addition, accomplishing a high level of transparency could be
facilitated by the geographical proximity of the partners and their
goal congruence. Geographical proximity to partners helps achieve
adequate communication between collaborators and permits them
to visit their production sites, thus directly increasing transparency.
Furthermore, transparency and goal congruence influence each

other in a bidirectional way. Indeed, whether or not the
partners’ goals are truly aligned, full disclosure of information is
favoured (i.e. a high level of transparency). The possibility of
achieving symmetrical information on the activities performed
by collaborators allows for a real understanding of whether the
final goals of SC members are aligned or how they can be
effectively redefined to boost the overall value of the
collaboration. To summarise our findings, the first research
proposition is defined as follows:
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RP1. When striving to find appropriate partnerships for a
successful CE, textile companies, both start-ups and
incumbents, adopt environmental and accountability
selection factors in addition to economic ones.

Although all the relational enablers (Touboulic and Walker,
2015) are essential for the fruitful development of CE, it
emerged that knowledge sharing routines play a vital role. Many
start-up companies stressed that establishing partnerships with
incumbents in the textile industry is essential for successfully

implementing CE, since sharing financial and non-financial
resources can facilitate this challenging path. On the one hand,
stable production facilities and processes ensure that CE
projects are more likely to succeed. On the other hand, the
possibility of interacting with CE experts and actors willing to
share their experience and valuable know-how can make it
possible to circumvent various problems of both a technical and
bureaucratic nature.
Moreover, complementary resources and capabilities between

business partners are important because joint planning

Figure 4 The Fabric of the Circular Economy

Source:Authors’ own work

Table 2 Connection between relational enablers and CE practices

CE practices
CE practices

done internally

Relational enablers
Relation-specific

assets
Knowledge-sharing

routines
Complementary resources

and capabilities
Effective

governance

Refuse C, D, E, G A A, B A A, B
Rethink A, E D, F B, D, G B, F, G B, D, G
Reduce E, G A, D A, B, D A, D A, B, D
Reuse C, F C, F F C
Repair B
Refurbish B
Remanufacture G A, D A, D A, D A, D
Repurpose C A, D A, B, D, G A, B, D, G A, B, D, G
Recycle C, F B, C, E, F B, E, F B, C
Recover G G

Source(s): Authors’ own work
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supports companies in investing their resources to succeed in
aligned objectives (Simatupang and Sridharan, 2005). Effective
governance between partners can help them act consistently to
achieve defined objectives (Simatupang and Sridharan, 2005).
Finally, relation-specific assets are important for CE actors but
less imperative. To summarise these results, the second
research proposition is as follows:

RP2. All relational enablers are important for the fruitful
implementation of CE in the textile industry. However,
knowledge-sharing routines play a pivotal and critical
role.

Another key insight from the empirical analysis is that
developing valuable partnerships among SC actors during the
transition from linear to circular systems is essential but is
hindered by several obstacles. Thus, this journey is highly
demanding and requires particular effort. This outcome is not
surprising in light of the extant literature on CE (Batista et al.,
2018; Lopes de Sousa Jabbour et al., 2019), since previous
investigations have focused on this topic (Jia et al., 2020; Rizos
et al., 2017). Among others, Bressanelli et al. (2019) identified
and categorised several barriers that companies encounter
when pursuing CE projects. The outcomes of our analysis
provide further empirical evidence regarding these issues. For
instance, the product traceability barrier proposed by
Bressanelli et al. (2019) is connected to our low transparency
level, while coordination and information sharing, presented by
Hobson (2016), may be embedded in our inadequate
communication barrier. However, Bressanelli et al. (2019) did
not emphasise any difference in terms of when such barriers are
more likely to occur. Accordingly, the third research
proposition is as follows:

RP3. Textile companies, especially start-ups, face some ex-
ante barriers when striving to establish collaborations
along the SC towards successful CE. Once
collaborations are implemented, ex-post barriers may
emerge for start-ups and incumbents.

5.3 Theoretical contributions
The present work offers several contributions to the CE
literature. First, it emphasises the importance of planning
collaborations from the beginning by placing goal congruence
in the partner selection criteria. This allows firms to avoid
wasting resources on collaborations doomed to fail due to
misaligned purposes. This realisation expands the existing
literature, which claims that defining a common and shared
purpose should be sequential to selecting the “right partner”
(Brown et al., 2021; Cloutier et al., 2020).
Moreover, the study proposes a desirability hierarchy of

relational enablers in the context of collaborative CE in the
textile industry, thereby contributing to sustainable SC
management by illustrating how firms should collaborate to
achieve CE in the analysed context. We claim that knowledge
sharing routines represent the most desirable relational enabler
and therefore constitute the most robust thread in the fabric of
the CE. As such, we extend the research to the context of SCC
for CE in the textile industry regarding the major relevance of
setting up informal information-sharing systems to spur trust

between partners, and we complement this by elevating the
importance of constant and collaborative communication,
which so far has been attributed a marginal role (Govindan
et al., 2023; Despoudi et al., 2018) or a detrimental effect
(Touboulic andWalker, 2015).
A secondary role is assumed by combining complementary

resources and capabilities and effective governance, which,
although highly adopted by all the analysed cases, does not
pervasively support the success of circular practices. We
emphasise the importance of co-creating knowledge, as it
represents a lever to make efficient use of the partners’ know-
how towards the development of innovative circular products,
going beyond the creation of a collaborative culture (Zhang and
Cao, 2018). Within the effective governance enabler, we
observed a prevalence of informal governance mechanisms,
such as joint planning, decision synchronisation and the
establishment of relationships based on mutual trust, which
support the organic development of collaborative CE.
However, when informal mechanisms are deemed insufficient
to establish trust and goal congruence, we denote the
importance of establishing formal governance mechanisms by
writing formal contracts that align the interests of all the
involved parties and synchronise the planning and production
routines. In particular, we observed that this is more prevalent
in collaborations involving large firms or monopolistic actors,
which are set in their organisational rigidity and thus require
formalising how to align their interests with the other parties.
This is a novel insight, as so far, the literature has given a
primary role to informal governance mechanisms in the context
of the CE and sustainability at large (Touboulic and Walker,
2015;Wang and Zhao, 2023).
The least desirable relational enabler is the investment in

relation-specific assets, although we denoted the pervasive
importance of human assets specificity, which brings to the
partnership the necessary complementary know-how to spur
innovation (Köhler et al., 2022). Nonetheless, this result
contrasts with the existing literature, which attributed a central
role and high desirability to this factor, thereby revealing
another peculiarity of the selected context (Farooque et al.,
2019;Maleki et al., 2023).
Our results complement the literature by highlighting the

importance of the hard and soft aspects of collaborative CE in
the textile industry (Touboulic andWalker, 2015). In detail, we
show that soft aspects of collaboration, which include the
establishment of knowledge sharing routines, combining
complementary resources and capabilities and establishing
informal governance mechanisms, have a prevalent role in
supporting the successful implementation of circular projects.
In addition, we observe that the hard aspects of collaboration,
including the investment in relation-specific assets and the
establishment of formal governance practices, have a secondary
role in supporting CE projects. While these allegations are
limited to underlining the desirability of relational aspects,
future studies could explore the relationships among the
relational enablers to understand how their interplay can
determine successful collaborative CE (Köhler et al., 2022).

5.4 Practical contributions
The outcomes of our analysis provide practical implications for
practitioners dealing with CE. Indeed, initial guidelines for
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implementing collaborative CE projects can be offered by
looking at the CE practices that are commonly carried out in
collaboration with a SC partner, namely, rethink, repurpose,
reuse and recycle. Further indications can be found in our
conceptual framework, the Fabric of the Circular Economy, by
observing what relational enablers are (i) overall most desirable
and (ii) specifically desirable for each CE practice. The
framework can be used as a checklist by practitioners, who can
assess whether all the enabling factors concerning partner
selection and relational enablers have been implemented or at
least initiated prior to the development of a CE practice
requiring an external relationship. In particular, practitioners
must make sure to start from the very beginning of the
relationship with a well-conducted partner selection, which
should include geographical proximity, goal congruence and
transparency. This selection will help to reduce the potential
ex-ante barriers asmuch as possible. The relational enablers are
shown in order of importance and criticality for the
establishment of a collaborative CE, with criticality being more
or less relevant depending on the specific CE practice, as
conveyed by the darker or lighter colour in the fabric.
Moreover, we shed light on the potential issues that

businesses might tackle while establishing collaborations for a
CE. Specifically, we show how collaborative efforts to align
partners’ goals should be carried out during the partner
selection to avoid potential misunderstandings during the
actual collaboration, possibly leading to the failure of CE
implementation. In addition, we highlight the different types of
challenges that can hamper the success of CE practices, which
can arise before the collaboration and slow down the partner
selection process, as well as during the actual collaboration,
thus dooming the collaborative practice to failure. This
suggests that managers should consider the notions presented
in this study when recruiting business partners or managing
collaborations to circumvent the typical barriers, especially ex-
post ones, that impede companies fromCE development.

6. Conclusions

This empirical study aimed to clarify how SCC affects the
successful establishment of CE by highlighting the desirability
of relational enablers according to the relational view (Dyer and
Singh, 1998). It contributes to the growing body of literature
on CE in the textile industry and provides a framework that
practitioners can apply to establish successful collaborations for
CE projects.
This exploratory study focused on a sample belonging to a

specific industrial and geographical context. More empirical
studies on different industries and geographical areas are
needed to establish context-specificities. Future configurational
studies could add to our current results by comparing successful
and failed collaborations to highlight which relational enablers
are necessary and/or sufficient to establish successful
collaborations.
To further support and expand our results, forthcoming

research might consider conducting interviews with other
stakeholders belonging to the SC, such as research institutions,
NGOs and post-consumer textile waste recyclers. It would be
especially interesting to explore the role of the latter, since they
are crucial actors in operationalising recycling infrastructures,

thereby achieving CE (Charnley et al., 2024). They are spread
across regions, such as South Asia, which have established
noteworthy recycling operations (Ahmed et al., 2022; Shahid
et al., 2024) that involve both mechanical recycling, namely,
converting waste into lower-value products, and chemical
recycling, enabling fibre-to-fibre recycling for higher-value
applications (Ribul et al., 2021). Overall, in-depth case studies
of textile recyclers would significantly enrich the understanding
of global recycling practices and their role in sustainable SC
networks towards CE.
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Appendix. Interview protocol

Preliminary information:
1. What products does your company offer, and what

activities does your company carry out?
2. What are the main markets served by your company?
3. What are the motivations that drive your company to

undertake circular activities?
Importance of choosing strategic partners for the

implementation of sustainable activities:
4. How important is the functional selection of partners to

successfully implement circular practices?
5. What are your main criteria regarding the selection of

strategic partners?
6. What are the main difficulties you face in the process of

selecting partners?
7. How do you invest in your collaborative relationships

along the value chain?

Collaboration dimensions with suppliers:
8. How would you describe your relationships with your

suppliers?
9. What are the main collaboration dimensions that you

implement with your suppliers?
10. What do you think are the most important

collaboration dimensions with suppliers to enhance the
success of CE?
11. What are the main difficulties encountered in the

collaboration processes with your suppliers?
12. Have there ever been interruptions in collaboration with

suppliers? If yes, for what reasons?
Collaboration dimensions with customers:
13. How would you describe the relationship you have with

your customers?
14. What are the main collaboration dimensions that you

implement with your customers?
15. What do you think are the most important

collaboration dimensions with customers to enhance the
success of CE?
16. What are the main difficulties encountered in the

collaboration processes with your customers?
17. Have there ever been episodes of interruptions in

collaboration with customers? If so, for what reasons?
Final considerations:
18. Are you planning to invest in new collaborations in the

coming months? If so, with whom and for what reason?
19. How important is collaboration between SC actors to

successfully implement CE systems?
20. How is it possible to establish lasting and valuable

collaborations along the SC?
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