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Abstract

:

A circular economy has been gaining momentum as the most innovative approach in business. Its proposed model, based on sustainability and new product-driven differentiated strategies of production and organizational exchange, has brought to light the need to better understand the relevance of stakeholders as a critical factor in the creation of new added value in business management. The primary purpose of this paper is to investigate how the B-Corp Certification System could contribute to a process of awareness raising in business organizations. It also focuses on the stakeholders’ commitment, within the framework of circular economy principles, and demonstrates that those companies who are adopting the certification concerning “recycling service and waste management” strongly contribute to the development in the direction of the circular economy. The analysis of the case studies shows two possible scenarios describing the circular approach in business and the different roles of stakeholders in the activation of such a virtuous path. “Social recycling” considers the key role of social participation and contribution in circular-economy related activities of primary and secondary stakeholders, and “highly regenerative recycling” aims to involve qualified stakeholders to start inter-organizational symbioses within the circular process of waste recycling. Key factors, such as industrial symbiosis, tax benefits, financial incentives, legislative harmonization, and the consumers’ behavior, represent the tenets of the circular economy model An awareness-raising perspective and the capacity on the part of companies to understand the relevance of stakeholders and the way to transform their role into the most effective lever to reinforce competitiveness is therefore necessary. Accordingly, the whole system of Benefit Corporation certification could boost business towards new business models involving stakeholders in several directions.
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1. Introduction


The traditional levers of competitiveness that have led company strategies to focus only on economic priorities are now moving towards a more comprehensive approach, including a wider sustainability field. Thus, environmental and social goals have to be integrated into the decision-making processes [1]. Along this line, the new business model, which is more socially inclusive and has the capability to interpret the stakeholders’ relevance, is essential to generate enterprise added-value. According to the literature, the study of how the specific economic activities contribute or influence the environment [2] includes the analysis of specific elements to increase the capacity of the organizations to better understand the mechanism of the new model based on the involvement and commitment of the Stakeholders [3].



Firms and organizations, in order to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the new multiple business challenges, are committed to researching an innovative combination of methods, where combined synergies of the different approaches are the rule. Consequently, new management schemes are formulated to maintain the programmed day to day operations in top performances resource management. These schemes show the attention devoted to increasing the multi-dimensional-environment management in the light of an “overall” resource efficiency perspective.



Most important, though, the enlargement of the management system’s scope in a multicultural-stakeholder context should not affect the central role of consumers, which is the baseline of the added-value chain.



From an operational point of view, current managerial techniques have already tried to take into account the stakeholder salience [4], identifying necessary resources and capabilities for the entrepreneurial scope. From a managerial point of view, in addition to the different views regarding salience attributes (credibility, transparency, etc.), key enabling factors, such as legislative harmonization, Industrial Symbiosis, Incentive, and consumers behavior, provides an effective path to move towards a Circular Management model [5].



In this sense, the new development paradigm proposed by a circular economy is based on three rationale pillars: the idea of the reuse of waste as a resource, on the potentials of recycling activities (for the exploitation of waste as raw and secondary materials), and the need to rethink the life-cycle of goods [6,7]. It allows combining different approaches to convey a change, using collaborative networks and support tools and a top-down model [8].



The European Union has a long-standing commitment towards sustainability, environmental, safety, and health issues and has repeatedly attempted to convey, directly and indirectly, through its programs [3], the transition towards a new development model and is able to start the competitive spiral of change. An example of this commitment is the adoption of the Circular Economy policies by the European Commission (EC) in the “Circular Economy Package” that, in 2014, included “Towards a circular economy: A zero waste program for Europe” and, in 2015, the Communication “Closing the loop–An EU action plan for the circular economy”.



In this new approach to the economy, besides the top-down, a bottom-up approach arises and contributes to its model evolution. In this regard, a new generation of tools has been developed, combining management techniques such as Collaborative business models, Product design, Supply chain, Information and communication technology (ICT) [8], and the Product Service System (PSS) business model [9] within the voluntary certification systems as, for example, the adoption of an environmental management system [10].



For such reason, B Corp certification can be included in the bottom-up approach. This is a voluntary system promoting business sensitivity towards ethical, environmental, and customer satisfaction issues, involving all stakeholders of the process (workers, community, environment) and is able to propose an alternative governance model [11].



In these new business models, the idea of social responsibility as a form of self-regulation is strengthened [11,12]. Through a voluntary certification scheme, these companies aim to rebalance their mission and business activities-affirming principles of social responsibility, therefore simultaneously achieving both their profit and non-profit objectives.



This approach finds its full application for the management system with a new B-Corp certification frame, procured by B Lab. A non-profit entity conceived with the purpose to promote the inception of the Certified B Corps. In addition, it supports the creation of a community of companies interested in promoting social and environmental concerns, encouraging the development of an adequate legal framework for a benefit business, and conceives an innovative evaluation standard, the Global Impact Investing Rating System (B Lab. n.d.). By means of appropriate indicators, this standard aims at measuring the impact of the benefits of companies and their orientation towards value creation. The system of ranking qualifies enterprises with a score of over 80 out of 200 total points. Moreover, it is assigned, for each impact area, a prize to the the top-performing Certified B Corps. This is a supportive tool of self-evaluation that aims to asses the level capacity to reach the “social objectives” in the pre-certification stage.



The common denominator between the circular economy approach and the use of B Corp Certification presents a key question: how can we raise awareness and increase capacity, in firms and organizations, for stakeholders’ to perceive relevance, and how can we turn them to be effective levers of strength competitiveness? The circularity approach and the B-Corp work in the same direction, however not everything about these models can be applied to each other [13].



In light of the above considerations, the main objective of the present paper is to identify and discuss the potential of circular economy and B-Corp certifications from a multi-stakeholders’ perspective. In particular, a compared multiple analysis of case studies is offered and the contribution of B-Corp certification is presented as a key factor in the implementation of structural change in business.




2. Circular Economy Principles and Key Requirements within the B-Corp Certification Process from a Common Viewpoint


The awareness of the different stakeholder categories concerning the volatility and uncertainty, as well as the availability of the natural resources, is the key pressure points that pushed the adoption of the circularity concept to be an opportunity for the evolution of the business model and also to go beyond the “sustainability” vision.



The baseline of this concept is the development of the economic loop mechanism [10,14,15,16,17] in which waste becomes the raw materials of the future. It consists of important pillars including Industrial symbiosis and ecology, regenerative design, performance economy, and cradle to cradle subject [10,16,18,19,20,21,22].



The entailment of their systematic adoption into the business processes and the introduction of sustainable development principles [23] have facilitated the switch from the so-called brown economy [24] to the green economy.



The brown economy is based on the exploitation of resources and the economic capital, wherein a high consumption of resources pushes the linear approach and short life cycle of products, whereas on the contrary, the introduction of new models that promote recovery/recycling and discourage landfilling are providing further impetus on new levers for growth.



A circular economy enables, in fact, the development of a brand new paradigm where the concept of the linear economy (from raw material to waste [25]) is overcome by the new model of the circular economy [26,27].



The Report Towards the Circular Economy defined circular economy as “an industrial system that is restorative or regenerative by intention and design” [27]. This definition has made it possible to match two long-established concepts: needs to reduce the amount of natural and energy resources used in the creation of a product or service, and, at the same time, increasing the possibilities of the same resources being reused at the end of a product life cycle.



Furthermore, different key factors emerge as enablers and transition facilitators within this context. In accordance with a previous study [5], we will consider in depth the main key factors that enable the CE process, as follows: (a) Product redesign, (b) Process redesign, (c) Business model innovation, (d) Waste reduction or reuse, (e) Regulation, (f) Potential cooperation, (g) Fiscal and financial stimuli, and (h) Consumer behavior.



The adoption of new design patterns, considering the factor Product redesign (a), allows “short-term” recycling processes, while the combination of products and services will result in the development of new opportunities for the creation of added value. Several authors [28,29,30] focus on the need to intervene in the project of a product, redesigning the use of the product through the PSS approach, or developing new product concepts using Eco-design [28,30].



Process redesign (b) can be an inventive and iterative process where new ideas on how to meet needs are converted to products and services [28]. Nevertheless, the production processes must address the problem of waste and energy consumption reduction, of the environmental impact, and the shift to renewable energy sources [31]. From this point of view, a valuable contribution can also be obtained from the integration of specific levels of service in the design and development of products and services in compliance with the logic of the product service system [32]. According to this perspective, companies put on the market a product/service mix aimed at meeting a specific customer need, while safeguarding the sustainability of production and product/service supply [33]. Following this approach, the concepts of products that can be disassembled, and whose components can be separated and reconfigured, are crucial, along with an approach to sterilization and dematerialization of products and services.



Business model innovation (c) can be extended to a system level rather than just to individual companies and can help to generate huge savings and economic benefits for the entire community. For Schulte [34], the new business models are consistent with the circular economy and create an advantage for the economy and the environment, in particular “[…] Business model is a part of the transition toward circular economy […] they must be developed to support the transition” [35]. “Adopting more circular business models would bring significant benefits, including improved innovation across the economy” [36], which is not delivered by conventional linear chains [37].



Waste Reduction or reuse (d) generates obvious advantages connected with the lower utilization of raw materials, the reuse, the production of goods with longer life cycles, and reuse and recycling of materials and components [38,39], or also activating a second cycle life, regenerating the functionality of the product. Furthermore, by placing waste reduction and reuse at the top of the hierarchy, management strategies that prioritize conserving embedded energy and materials are shown to be favored [40].



Seviné-Itoiz et al. [41] highlight, for the achievement of the CE, the importance of a systemic change in the use and recovery of resources, and the adoption of different strategies to adapt the sector to different flows of materials [42] and quality, including the activities into account import and export. “Additional value can be generated through recycling and reuse of materials and products”, therefore R&D supports the efficiency of materials [43].



About Regulation (e), Riding et al. [44] emphasize the inadequacy of this factor, seen as a barrier and often as being inadequate to support the change, in the same way as “laxity of enforcement of environmental regulations” [42]. At the same time, it is necessary to adopt a holistic view of waste and the need to apply appropriate regulation …“The prior method on pushing circular economy development is to execute compulsory regulation” [45]. Likewise, a different regulation at the European level generates uncertainty, which is also financial, for landfill operators [46].



Potential Cooperation (f) is the basis for the successful strategies of the circular economy [47,48] or the activation of industrial symbiosis [49,50,51,52,53]. Nevertheless, industrial symbiosis requires organizations to change their functions and increase competitiveness in a perspective of global integration concerning social, environmental, and economic characteristics. Many studies [51,54,55,56,57] focus their studies on the factors that affect the performance of productive contexts, facilitating the adoption of a radical change in the traditional industrial paradigm.



Another factor enabling the circular economy is consumer behavior (h). It is necessary to stimulate a change in consumption habits, which must be led by a general change in consumer and producer culture [58,59], however the consumer’s awareness of the circular economy might not directly translate into a willingness to pay for healthier products [60]. A real contribution to the circularity of the materials requires a different design approach in products and services. In specific, for products, this would include a consideration of their recycling or reuse potential at the design stage [32,59], while for services, this would entail providing them through a mix of interrelated elements that can easily be disassembled and re-assembled into new forms to supply new and innovative services [61].



The above factors are used in Section 4 (results and discussion) to discuss how the B Corp certification (in particular, the requirements described in each area of Section 5) of the selected company activates the circular economy pathway in multiple stakeholder perspectives.



In regards to the dissemination of circular economy, it supposes the adoption of business models aimed to stimulate policymaking to support business development and new innovative business management, which will eventually enable environmental sustainability oriented behaviors [34], more efficient use of resources, and the respect of ethical, social, and environmental values. Benefit Corporations are companies pursuing these objectives with the twofold aim of reconciling business performances (economic and financial) with ethical behavior. In these new business models, the idea of social responsibility as a form of self-regulation is strengthened [11,12]. Through a voluntary certification scheme, these companies aim to rebalance their mission and business activities-affirming principles of social responsibility, therefore simultaneously achieving both their profit and non-profit objectives.



This approach finds its full application in the management system within a new B-Corp certification frame, procured by B Lab. It is a non-profit entity conceived with the purpose of promoting many key points: the inception of the Certified B Corps, the creation of a strong relationship with the community of companies, and the development of an adequate legal framework for benefit business. Furthermore, it considers an innovative evaluation standard, the Global Impact Investing Rating System [62]. Utilizing indicators, this standard measures the impact of benefits companies and the orientation towards value creation, using in its pre-certification stage, a tool of self-evaluation that is aimed to assess both social and environmental-related performances.



This framework considers several areas: governance, workers, community, environment, and customers and assesses the impact evaluation of the Impact Business Models and Metrics.



The indicators system aims to clearly identify, through the “Governance” of the impact area, the mission and traceability of environmental and social performances, the responsibility, the monitoring, and the involvement of the stakeholders. A code of conduct associated with internal financial controls is aimed at preventing and managing complaints or corruption and transparent funding, and the communication with clients and workers is also provided.



The area “Worker” incorporates the equity of the performances and refers, in particular, to the adequacy of salaries and possible career progression within the company. Skills and a company’s abilities are essential elements to keep a high formation level of the company’s staff, therefore ensuring the transferability of competencies/knowledge and the identification of the degree of participation of the workers. This latter aspect is also evaluated within the internal business decisional process. Moreover, it is also associated with other aspects such as sustainable working conditions, compatible with their lifestyle, and the respect of the values of working life and of work conditions in general. The area also considers the workers’ degree of trust in the company and its managers and the system of harmonized guarantees for the worker in cases of occupational diseases.



External stakeholders are included in the “Community” Area, in accordance with the principle of integration of suppliers (central in the general approach to quality) and the constant monitoring of the satisfaction of expectations and the involvement of the local community. The presence of codes of conduct aims to ensure the safety of workers and of the working environment. Equally, the respect and support of the development of local economies are considered. The promotion of social wellbeing within the company, by means of inclusion policies and social engagement, is considered so that societal values are tailored to meet social needs, and the practices which could be transferred and promoted outside the company, also including services to the community, donations, and charity activities, are also considered. Such an area aims at monitoring how the company products are designed to meet social needs. The certification, in this case, considers further aspects related to access to basic services, such as health, education, or equal opportunities, the arts, and the increase of capital invested in such activities.



The extension of the corporate policies to the “Environment”, and also the commitment towards the enhancement of its environmental performances, represents a priority within this area. Two factors are considered here: an input factor (i.e., power, water, and raw materials), with a need of constant and continuous assessment of the reduction of impact and consumption; and an output factor, to consider the effects produced by emissions and the different types of waste produced, transportation, and distribution. Such factors need simultaneously continuous monitoring to improve the environmental-related performances (pursued by the many systems of certifications, e.g., ISO 14000; EMS, BSI 8001) considering the efforts to reduce the impact on the environment. At a more general level, it considers the policies and all the actions aimed at producing a positive effect on the reduction of the impact. In particular, they consider the way that products and services are designed to solve an environment-related issue, pushing towards renewability and conservation, reduction of waste, and the promotion of the preservation of nature. They also consider aspects related to the environmental culture and, more precisely, to promote environmental education.



Through the area “Customer”, the certification intends to evaluate the impact of the policies and, consequently, the actions that were taken by the company, and how this affects their customers. In particular, in this section, the company looks in more depth at the relationship with its community, evaluating the relations with suppliers, diversity, and their involvement in the local community. Finally, the ability to promote public benefit through different aspects, that is the selling of their products, the social services provision, or the capability to solve social problems, is evaluated.




3. Methods


For the study, we consider the key factors that emerge as enablers and transition facilitators within the context of the circular economy. In particular, in accordance with a previous study [5], we discuss how the requirements of B Corp certification activate the circular economy pathway in multiple stakeholder perspectives. The factors considered are as follows:

	(a)

	
Product redesign;




	(b)

	
Process redesign;




	(c)

	
Business model innovation;




	(d)

	
Waste reduction or reuse;




	(e)

	
Regulation;




	(f)

	
Potential cooperation;




	(g)

	
Fiscal and financial stimuli;




	(h)

	
Consumer behavior.









The methodological approach, to study the selected enterprises, is based on the study protocol of a descriptive case study defined by Yin [63,64], while the analysis of the information about the certification was conducted by using documentary analysis [65].



Within the certification path, documentation is the fundamental aspect to be addressed for the success of the verification phase. Documentation makes it possible to achieve two goals: on one hand, it allows them to reach the requirements of the management system and, on the other hand, it supports self-assessment processes and audits (internal or external).



The documentary analysis study of the documentation [49] is the pillar to pick up concrete information about the commitment of entrepreneurs to reach achievable objectives (measurable). Another aspect to be considered is that the information in the documentation is subject to the same International standard. It implies an ample opportunity in terms of comparison of information among the certificated B Corp organizations.



The enterprises were selected through the B Corp platform, choosing “recycling service & waste management” as a reference industry for analysis The research system has identified 10 enterprises working at an international level in this field. Companies that do not have an international profile have been excluded, having no documentation and/or an institutional website. The companies selected for the following multiple comparative analysis are: “All Green Recycling Inc.”, “Surplus Service”, “Bolder Industries”, and “Homeboy Recycling”.



For this purpose, we used the official documents released by the B Corp certification system, (annual report), including the documentation published by the organizations considered. Also, the research focused the attention to the monitoring activities of the services provided by the enterprises and to the effectiveness of the communication measures, such as social media and newspapers. The documents identify the formal referenced properties. Through conceptualization, we compiled a paper concept table identifying the factors defined above and those positively influencing a circular economy, either directly or indirectly of the stakeholder perspective.



All four authors separately analyzed the selected documents based on the proposed categorization. After the first phase, the authors processed the information iteratively to arrive at the discussion of a paper-concept table, excluding non-pertinent information. It consequently led to the identification of the contribution of stakeholders, the business implications, and the limitations in their progressive adoption of a circular economy approach.



The results obtained will represent the starting point for more in-depth investigations, which would allow the definition of the association between the implementation of a management system based on the B-Corp standard and the role of the stakeholders in the application of the circular economy. Previous studies complete our analysis [8,9,10,11,12,13].




4. Results and Discussion


The compared multiple analysis was conducted on four companies who were certified according to the standard B-Corp, which have an international profile and are traceable to the sector “Recycling services & Waste Management”. The sector itself is inclined to adopt the circularity approach. Thus, the research units were chosen herein to observe in depth the running of the elements of interdependence among the key factors to activate the circular process. This kind of analysis will allow the consideration of different kinds of inter-organizational cooperation activities put in place by the companies in the multi-stakeholder context. The data were provided by the study of the units of analysis and were based on the observation of secondary data, documents issued by the certifying body (annual reports, 2017) on the documentation available to companies.



The first analysis unit is the company “All Green Recycling Inc”. It is a company that works in the field of the recovery of precious materials and metals coming from E-Waste. Specifically, it works in strategic sectors as well the military and healthcare sector in which it is essential to ensure the safe disposal of wastes, also in terms of secrecy of information (e.g., Military Hard disk).



The company’s governance has a strong attitude to face the problem of sustainability. Specifically, it focuses its activities on the definition of certified and customized solutions. The analysis of the different specific activities draws attention to the need to become a reference point within this industry, creating a national footprint to serve the recycling industry. A strong internal policy integrates the secrecy of information inside, and the definition of tighter control systems also oversees the activities. Among the strategic activities within the social scope, a foundation promotes, at a corporate level, the education and training of disadvantaged and unemployed people, which is headed to a specific community that benefits from it. It provides training and employment opportunities to challenged workers and a system certified about woman-owned and woman-controlled business.



The second unit is the company “Surplus Service” which operates in the recycling and reuse of technological products. It offers specific solutions for the disposal and conversion of IT products. While focused on recycling activities, the company’s governance includes the management of processes heavily oriented towards re-using the product with a clear objective to break down or postpone the substitutability of discarded goods. Thus, from an environmental point of view, there is strong attention on the different components of the supply chain by introducing a Sustainable Procurement Program, measures for energy reduction, gallons of water, and CO2.



In-kind donations and pro-bono services are provided with the precise scope to support training programs oriented towards a targeted community. Specific activities are put in place to help raise awareness of the consumers regarding sustainability issues, including events to promote domestic recycling.



The third unit is a company specializing in tire reuse, the “Bolder Industries”. The core competence developed consists of sustainable alternative technology to carbon black (Bolder Black) that performs a significant increase of the environmental performance. The system allows giving specific attention to all aspects of the activities, of the entire process, in terms of reduction of water needed which has the effect of CO2 reduction. Supported by production standards and by obtaining environmental awards (e.g., Best B-Corp for the environment in 2017), the company has a high level of specialization in the field, which is stimulated by the need for the integration of qualified human-capital in the manufacturing processes. The activity of the community (or social participation) is not absolutely evident from the analysis, however is adequately demonstrated as the company is active in the diffusion/promotion of sustainability education and the reduction of their environmental impact.



The fourth unit, “Homeboy Recycling”, manages E-Waste’s recovery activities (e.g., electronics, Televisions, Monitors, Audio Equipment, etc.), combining environmental sustainability with a social mission to re-employ people with criminal records.



The specific nature of its activities puts the company business into the health and safety policy class. The community is also stimulated by being involved in a wide range of dissemination activities of the results by means of press, social media, and public events. Positive information is provided by the company as to how, on average, “for every 75,000 lbs of electronic equipment collected, [the creation of new jobs] becomes economically viable”. In this way, the participation of the whole community is stimulated towards a greater awareness of the importance of recycling and the possibility of generating new kinds of value for the whole community.



Table 1 shows, starting from the analysis of the areas of B Corp certification, the way the stand activates key factors in the circular economy.



Recycling represents the core business activity for all Units analyzed. From the analysis of the factors elaborated in Table 1, arises some important considerations.



Regarding the “process design” factor, its results are characterized by the ability to adapt to the offer of the potential supplier with a customized policy for product recovery. The activation of withdrawal protocols, as well as the treatment and management of wastes, are very advanced. This allows the Units to guarantee a high level for waste treatment. Furthermore, these processes are supported by a strict standard of certification to assure the reliability of the whole process. It is the case of Units 1, 3, and 4 that the selection of products is affected by the level of data security for the E-Waste. Therefore, the limits imposed on waste treatment affect the “process design”, starting from the recovery to the sale of the final product. The “users”, within the loop cycle, are the first recipients of the new processes’ effects. Corporate policies condition them and are bound to legislative aspects.



The “Business model innovation” factor amplifies the opportunity offered by the circular economy.



In such a model, high innovation plays a key role in new reengineering thereof. This is the case of Unit 3, wherein specific application of a patented process made it possible to make changes for the tires recycling process in the direction of sustainable and innovative approaches. Alternatively, it is the case of Unit 2 that extends the useful life cycle of a product. To apply these processes, a high level of skills and technical knowledge is needed. So, it becomes a critical factor in attracting stakeholder to a circular system in production to adopt it in this type of process.



“Organizational–innovation” is the pillar for the diffusion of the best practices within the enterprises and to activate stakeholders. In Unit 2 and 3, the stakeholder commitment is activated by the certification standard, which is focused on reuse or recycling. Notably, the recognition of the company’s high performance takes place through the delivery of Honorees for each impact area. Therefore, the awards for best B Corp can activate opportunities for contact with investors, policymakers, or other stakeholders.



All the mentioned factors have an impact on “waste reduction or reuse.” The B Corp emphasizes the continuous improvement approach with the standard level, stimulating the increase in the performance of the process (and in the product redesign). Also, the prizes “Best For Environment”, “Best for Governance”, and “Best for Community” (obtained from the Units, see Table 1) contribute to the company’s internal involvement in the achievement of the of BCorp principles. Consequently, the enterprises can support image consolidation and also the trust in the enterprises through second-party stakeholders.



Indeed, the “Regulation” imposes rules and conditions, often binding, for the waste treatment and/or the disposal. They also affect waste management or their potential reuse in the industry with a high level of bureaucracy that limits the possibility to intervene or change the value chain.



In Units 1, 2, and 4, the criticalities in the management of e-waste and in the reuse is overcome with strict certification systems. Under Unit 3, the “users” are obliged to follow a disposal process.



“Fiscal and Financial”(g), such as organizational innovation, are the background to the inter-organization symbiosis. It creates the opportunity for cooperation for the technological or funding of new entities. The Inter-organizational symbiosis attracts the above factors. The model is stressed by the whole industry in which the firms become catalysts for the activation of a new loop.



In regards to the “Customer behavior” factor, original results emerge. In the rankings assigned at the time of certification, the companies have not achieved any score, except for Unit 2, which stands out for the Health and wellness improvement and serving in need populations. The enterprises have internal tools to increase customer satisfaction or to stimulate customer behavior, nevertheless the customer does not seem to be a central factor in the policy of this typology of enterprises.



The focus is oriented on the “users behaviour” which represents the real reference point of this mechanism of inter-organizational exchange. In particular, two possible scenarios emerge from the analysis that describes the circular business approach and the stakeholder’s role in the activation of such a mechanism.



In the first scenario, besides the factors of sustainability and recycle, another relevant element emerges about the social aspect in activities performed by the companies. For such a reason, this scenario is defined as “social recycling”, that is the context in which the companies, though oriented towards their recycling policies, can activate circular mechanisms considering the reuse of waste, with a substantial social impact, which is reachable through the involvement of primary and secondary stakeholders. The intervention of a Foundation or the involvement of an entire community realized in the first and the fourth units, respectively, offers the possibility to take action on the capacity to produce new occupations through the action of “social involvement of individuals” or supporting solid-environmental sustainability. Within this first scenario, the high personalization of the services offered to clients allows the companies to activate organizational symbioses to facilitate the exchanges of product-waste. At the same time, this allows bypassing the limitations imposed by the regulation, also thanks to the adoption of strict standards, allowing them, in this case, to find a solution to the criticalities in the enforcement of the norms on privacy for the management of sensitive data contained in the e-waste.



The certifications represent a stimulus from the bottom, in a bottom-up logic, in line with the literature (see, for example, [66,67,68,69,70,71]), for more sustainable manufacture of products and in accordance with the circular economy principles.



Moreover, in this scenario, the “social aspect” of the B Corp enterprises represents the critical factor for the switch toward a circular economy, constituting the spring that allows the activation of a network of stakeholders in pursuing the aims of certification and the principles of the circular economy. The second scenario can be defined as “highly regenerative.” In it, the principal actors are involved in the regeneration of waste through the extension of the products’ life cycle or the “high valorization”, that is through the non-obvious reuse involving high skills and/or technological innovation and the reactivation or valorization of waste as first or second raw materials. In such a context, the new behavior is required in the management of waste. In Unit 2, this is obtained through the reactivation of single components so that regenerating and re-collocation on the secondary market is equal to 85% of the recycled products, which in unit 3 raises 100% of the waste, thanks to its re-collocation in many reference markets thanks to its high degree of innovation in the process and specialization of human resources.



This scenario evokes a multi-stakeholder perspective. It is represented by highly qualified suppliers (i.e., the reference markets are in unit 2 Technology, Medical, Return-to-Vendor, Manufacturers, Schools/Universities, Government/Defense, Professional Services, Non-Profit Organizations) with a high degree of competences and specializations. The market they refer to as tires is fragmented and anonymous. Here, “Nobody knows anything about it”(Unit 3). At the same time, it is characterized by inter-organizational symbioses. Stakeholders are engaged in the activation of circular processes of waste recycling for the exploitation of scrap or to attract new resources (institutional or individual). On the whole, the cases analyzed are characterized by multiple stakeholder perspectives and a bottom-up approach, leading to the adoption of circular economy principles. A more symbiotic perspective, supported by the B Corp certification, is also considered, where the role of the community and the engagement in a global movement leads to a change towards a more virtuous behavior on the part of all the individuals and companies involved in the pursuit of economic and social growth.



On the whole, the cases analyzed are characterized by multiple stakeholder perspectives and a bottom-up approach, leading to the adoption of circular economy principles. A more symbiotic perspective, supported by the B Corp certification, is also considered where the role of the community and the engagement in a global movement leads to a change towards a more virtuous behavior on the part of all the individuals and companies involved in the pursuit of economic and social growth.




5. Conclusions


The critical revision of the potential of the B Corp certification crossed with the circular economy principles offers the opportunity to depict dynamic multiple stakeholder viewpoints.



The studies on the use of certifications (e.g., [66,72,73,74,75] and more in general on the stakeholder e.g., [2,4,76,77]) to support the transition to a circular economy demonstrates the wide nature of the subject and its huge contemporary impact. Moreover, they highlight the existence of unexplored aspects concerning the objectives to achieve and to better understand the level of awareness of the business companies and the consumers and to identify the most suitable forms for the realization of the circular economy.



From the factors observed, different stakeholders operating in the international framework can activate circular economy paths through the adoption of the B Corp certification.



The analysis highlights two possible scenarios in which a circular economy is activated, taking into account the stakeholders’ perspective. A “social recycling” scenario contributes to the development of business recycling policies, wherein the social aspect represents a critical factor for the switch toward a circular economy. While a “Highly Regenerative” scenario stresses the extension of the products’ life cycle or the “high valorization” of waste in second raw material.



On the whole, the “users behavior” represents the critical aspect that allows the effective transition to the new framework, stimulating the loop cycle of reuse.



The qualitative approach of this study is largely based on a transparent document revision process. While it could be considered a limitation, it reduces the uncertainties and discretion of the researcher in the analysis or interpretation of a phenomenon.



The selection of the case studies has been done within the B Corp certified businesses. A precise “recycling service & waste management research principle was adopted to identify the organizations with a specific attitude towards the adoption of circular economy practices”.



The link between B Corp certification, the application of the circular economy, and the stakeholder role indeed requires further investigation.



The future step of our research will focus on the ranking system assigned by the B Corp certification system to understand the switching moment that allows considering “circular” as an enterprise. Further work is needed to collect data on B Corp assessment models. This could be done by systematic analysis of the different sectors covered by the B Corp certification system and the level of stakeholder participation. In this way, the certification metrics (provided by the ranking) can be adapted to the factors and principles of the circular economy. This procedure could help to reveal the role of certification as a lever of sustainability, highlighting the influence of stakeholders in this shake-up.
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Table 1. Factor affecting circular for each observed unit.
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	Key Factors
	Unit 1
	Unit 2
	Unit 3
	Unit 4





	Product redesign
	
	
	Increase in the performance of the new product
	



	Process redesign
	A customized waste collection and management process for the customer
	A business model that focuses on reusing depleted electronics in the secondary market
	
	Selection of products based on the level of data security contained in the E-Waste



	Business model innovation
	The new way to sell a product
	Nex level called: “upcycling.”

Standard of certification to control and manage the process
	A new model focused on innovation (patented)
	Business focused on diverted waste reuse: repair and renovation of recycled devices



	Organizational innovation
	Use of company certification standards
	Focus on reuse and recycling

Best Governance prize

Best world honorees prize
	Awards and Use of company certification standards

Best world honorees prize
	Awards and Use of company certification standards



	Waste Reduction or reuse
	Best environment prize
	Best environment prize
	Recycling of exhausted tires, meditating a pelletizing process that reaches 100% of the reuse of the waste product. Best environment prize
	N/A



	Regulation
	High-level and customized services to overcome the responsibilities of sensitive data.
	There are few regulations, ordinances, or incentives around reuse. The enterprises foster this changing
	N/A
	N/A



	Inter-organizational symbiosis
	The firm customizes solutions for the customer
	Greater awareness about the risks of improper destruction or disposal of e-waste.
	Palletizing allows for easy re-use of the product.

Need to have many customers

Toll collection constraint equal to 1000 miles.
	N/A



	Consumer behavior
	High service of customer satisfaction. Web activity to sell the product.
	N/A
	N/A
	Stimuli by combining recycling for work



	Financial Stimuli and Fiscal Stimuli
	N/A
	N/A
	The enterprise attracted individual angel investors and institutional funding
	N/A



	Circularity
	SOCIAL RECYCLING The activity is oriented to sustainability and recycling
	REGENERATIVE

The enterprise changes the way to manage waste, fostering reuse with the re-generation of a product in the secondary market
	REGENERATIVE

High exploitation of waste

High innovation

Many reference markets (e.g., from belts, pipes, building materials to clothing, etc.)
	SOCIAL RECYCLING

The activity is oriented to recycle and to social welfare recycle



	Total score for B Corp
	111
	145
	118
	95
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