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Abstract

The circular economy (CE) is increasingly central to international business, promoting
resource efficiency and mitigating environmental impacts. However, existing literature
often examines isolated elements—such as supply chains, innovation, or business models—
resulting in a fragmented understanding of circularity within this domain. To address this
gap, the present study conducts a systematic literature review of 128 PRISMA-screened
articles, employing thematic analysis to identify six prevailing themes. Despite growing
interest, the absence of a cohesive framework has led to disjointed inquiries that overlook
the systemic complexities of embedding CE in international business. Anchored in the
Attention-Based View and synthesized through the Multi-Level Perspective framework,
this review reveals critical research gaps. At the micro level, limited attention is given to
entrepreneurship, retailer engagement, and the integration of artificial intelligence. At the
meso level, studies insufficiently address cross-sector collaboration and localized strategic
alliances. At the macro level, consumer-driven circularity remains underexplored. This
study proposes an integrative framework to bridge these levels, advancing both theoretical
understanding and practical application. By aligning diverse insights, it delineates strategic
pathways for institutionalizing CE principles in international business, thereby supporting
sustainable development and environmental stewardship.

Keywords: international business; circular economy; environmental sustainability;
attention-based view; multi-level perspective framework

1. Introduction
Research on the circular economy (CE) has increased in recent years, demonstrating

a growing focus and managerial interest in sustainability-focused business models. The
literature on international business (IB) has primarily focused on supply chain optimization
and corporate social responsibility (CSR) [1]. Still, recent studies underscore the significance
of integrating CE principles, which combine environmental outcomes with economic chal-
lenges [2]. However, despite the increasing attention to CE adoption, extant studies provide
limited insights into how IB can operationalize the CE across geographically dispersed
supply chains. Specifically, prior research has rarely examined the capabilities, institutional
pressures, and interorganizational dynamics that influence CE implementation in IB con-
texts. Even when these aspects have been studied, the research has been fragmented. Given
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this gap, and considering that globalization presents both opportunities and complexities
associated with sustainability, this study systematically reviews the literature to synthesize
key themes, identify conceptual shortcomings, and propose a comprehensive agenda for
future CE research and practice in IB.

Despite the growing body of scholarship on the CE [3,4], research in the IB context
remains scattered and conceptually underdeveloped. Prior reviews primarily focus on
CE implementation at the firm or policy level [5,6], with limited integration of multi-level
dynamics and strategic agency in global business systems. Moreover, while the CE is
frequently associated with sustainability outcomes, the mechanisms through which firms
and actors enable, adapt to, or resist CE transitions across global contexts are insufficiently
theorized [4]. This study addresses this fragmentation by systematically synthesizing the
CE literature in the IB context and applying the Attention-Based View (ABV) [7] to examine
how organizational attention shapes the strategic prioritization of CE-related initiatives.
The ABV framework provides a valuable theoretical lens to explain why certain CE domains
attract sustained attention, while others remain peripheral to global corporate strategies.
A systematic review is particularly suited for uncovering such latent patterns, as it en-
ables thematic integration across heterogeneous studies and facilitates the identification of
conceptual gaps, underexplored domains, and opportunities for theoretical advancement.

The CE offers a pathway to address depleting resources and increasing consumption
demand [8] amid a backdrop of global turbulence, including conflict and geopolitical
instability. However, unprecedented efforts toward sustainability through international
collaboration highlight the critical need to focus on Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 12,
which addresses responsible production and consumption [9]. As one of the most promising
sustainability practices, the CE fosters competitiveness and innovation, driving firms’ long-
term financial growth. However, achieving short-term economic gains through the CE
remains a challenge [10]. Implementation of the CE requires a long-term strategic plan.

Understanding the key domains and barriers is essential for the successful adoption
of circular loops in IB operations. The concept of the CE has been embraced across various
economies, business contexts, and environments; however, it does not originate from a
specific date or individual [11]. While the roots of sustainability can be traced to global
societies that respect nature and conserve resources, the CE has evolved into a widely
adopted business model with contributions from architects and economists, including
Walter Stahel and the Ellen MacArthur Foundation [12]. Historically, humans—especially
businesses—have exploited the environment and its resources for economic gain, leading
to critical sustainability issues. IB, owing to its cross-border supply chains, consumes
more resources than other businesses. Although the CE has been discussed for the past
four decades, IB has only recently actively shifted from linear economic models to the CE.
This shift is attributed to the numerous environmental and social benefits associated with
the CE [13]. Moreover, according to Walter Stahel and the Ellen MacArthur Foundation [12],
significant global initiatives have been undertaken to promote sustainability, with a partic-
ular focus on SDG 12: responsible production and consumption [9]. The United Nations
SDG guidelines emphasize IB and the CE as two key imperatives.

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic acted as a transformative force, driving numer-
ous shifts across both academic and industrial domains [14–16]. The pandemic highlighted
vulnerabilities in global supply chains [17], led to policy changes, and accelerated the
adoption of digital technologies [18]. These disruptions have culminated in heightened
awareness of environmental issues, a shift toward healthier lifestyles, and greater global
collaboration to address the ongoing ecological crisis. Consequently, governments world-
wide have expedited initiatives to promote research on sustainability, further emphasizing
the need for studies on the challenges, benefits, and strategies for achieving sustainable



Sustainability 2025, 17, 9532 3 of 23

economic models. As a result, research in the fields of CE and sustainability in IB has in-
creased markedly. Altogether, these dynamics convey that the circular economy is a market
necessity as well as a key strategy for competitive advantage of the firms, particularly in In-
ternational Business. The circular economy is one sustainability component that addresses
pressing challenges of resource scarcity and supply chain fragility in International Business.
This makes firms comply with ESG regulations and meet evolving consumer expectations.

The objectives of this study are fourfold: (1) to systematically synthesize scholarly
literature on the CE within IB, identifying the dominant themes; (2) to examine how man-
agerial and organizational attention—as conceptualized in the ABV—shapes the selection,
prioritization, and diffusion of CE-related strategies in IB; (3) to interpret the evolution and
gaps in CE scholarship using a Multi-Level Perspective (MLP); (4) to offer a structured
agenda for future research and practice by integrating ABV and MLP insights. This study is
designed to examine the factors contributing to the adoption of the CE as a crucial strategy
for sustainability in IB. Section 2 outlines the research approach, data collection methods,
and analytical tools. Section 3 presents key insights and findings, offering a critical analysis
of the obstacles impeding CE adoption. The discussion in Section 4 highlights the practical
and managerial implications of the findings and proposes future research directions. The
study concludes in Section 5 with a synthesis of the research outcomes, emphasizing their
significance in advancing sustainability in IB.

1.1. Attention-Based View

Introduced by Ocasio [7], the ABV posits that organizational behavior is fundamen-
tally shaped by what decision-makers focus their attention on. While it has been widely
applied in strategic decision-making and innovation research [19], its application in the
domain of sustainability in IB remains limited. This is a critical oversight, given that
sustainability-related decisions, especially those involving complex global supply chains,
require navigating competing institutional logics, regulatory demands, and stakeholder
expectations across borders. Recent studies suggest that attention allocation is pivotal in
explaining why certain multinational enterprises (MNEs) engage more deeply in sustain-
ability than others. For instance, Bansal et al. [20] argue that sustainability choices are not
only externally driven but also filtered through the internal attention structures of top exec-
utives. Similarly, Roszkowska-Menkes et al. [21] shows that even firms adhering to similar
reporting standards differ significantly in their sustainability disclosures, often engaging in
selective disclosure—a form of symbolic decoupling between communication and practice.
Therefore, the ABV provides a powerful explanatory mechanism for understanding how
and why sustainability becomes a strategic priority in IB settings.

1.2. The Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) Framework

The Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) is the much-needed framework to explain the
shift toward a circular economy (CE) in international business contexts [22,23]. MLP
segregates complex solutions into multi-level—micro-level, meso-level, and macro-level
environmental trends [24]. Sustainability is multidimensional; therefore, any approach
bringing a fruitful solution embracing sustainability is essentially multi-fold. MLP is
consequently the ideal framework for this, working on many levels to provide insight into
practical approaches.

The MLP to the CE literature in international business brings in a structured inter-
pretation of findings across these levels. In this study, the micro-level captures firm- and
entrepreneur-led innovations, including retailer engagement strategies and the application
of artificial intelligence in CE practices, which remain underexplored. The meso level
highlights industry and supply chain dynamics, where gaps exist in understanding cross-
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sector collaborations and local strategic alliances that could accelerate CE adoption. The
macro level reflects global market forces, consumer preferences, and policy landscapes, al-
though research addressing the role of consumer-driven circularity in shaping international
business strategies is limited [25].

The study proposes a conceptual framework based on the reviewed literature and
theoretical perspectives as depicted in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework.

2. Materials and Methods
A systematic literature review is an invaluable method for obtaining a comprehensive

understanding of a given topic [26] and facilitating substantive contributions to the field.
This review adheres to specific criteria, focusing on articles sourced from journals indexed
in the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI), ensuring high-quality content owing to the
journals’ rigorous peer-review processes [27]. The screening, selection, and shortlisting of
research articles were conducted according to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. The research methodology is illustrated
in the flow diagram in Figure 2. The literature search included articles published until
6 March 2025. The authors conducted an in-depth analysis of each study to elucidate
the factors contributing to stagnation in the CE within the context of IB and to propose a
research agenda and practical applications.

The Web of Science database was used to identify relevant research papers for the
systematic literature review, chosen for its prioritization of article quality, ease of access
to journal metrics, and comprehensive international coverage of the topic. Additionally,
the articles were filtered and integrated using various tools to complete the systematic
literature review.
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Figure 2. Process of Document Search and Selection in the Systematic Review. A* denotes the ABDC
journal ranking, indicating one of the highest quality categories.

PRISMA guidelines were implemented to identify, screen, and establish eligibility
criteria for research papers in the systematic literature review. This review focuses on the
Boolean search terms “circular economy” and “sustainability” for the period 2020–2025.
The authors selected this time frame for many reasons. First, we selected this timeframe
because of a clear shift in the literature—there’s been a surge in CE publications since 2020,
as shown in Figure A1 (Appendix A). This growth reflects how CE has gained traction
in both academic circles and industry, especially within international business contexts.
Second, focusing on the post-2020 period captures emerging perspectives shaped by major
global disruptions: the pandemic initially, then the rapid advancement of AI and digital
technologies. These events fundamentally altered how international businesses approach
strategy, manage supply chains, and navigate regulatory landscapes—all relevant to CE
implementation. Finally, examining 2020–2025 ensures we’re working with recent knowl-
edge that directly applies to today’s international business environment. We didn’t restrict
publications by language, as this didn’t meaningfully impact our findings, though we did
narrow our search to Management and Business domains to keep the scope manageable.

During abstract screening, a gap was identified in the literature on IB and the CE. To
confirm the limited literature on IB, a Boolean search using “circular economy” and “sus-
tainability” yielded 1888 research articles. After applying publication criteria, 1052 articles
remained. The 2020–2025 period was chosen to capture the real impact of post-COVID
research. Further identification was conducted using subject criteria in management, social
science, and international relations to ensure alignment with the chosen topic. The quality
of the articles was further validated using the SSCI, which identified 203 SSCI-indexed
articles from over 3400 scholarly journals, providing access to an extensive repository of
social science research. The screening process included early-access articles, proceedings,
and submitted papers to ensure research quality, culminating in 156 articles. Eligibility was
confirmed using the language criterion “English,” resulting in 155 articles. Finally, only A*-
and A-ranked journals were selected from the Australian Business Deans Council (ABDC)
journal rankings, yielding 128 articles (Figure 2).
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The SSCI is updated regularly to ensure that users have access to the latest research in
their fields. A team of experts rigorously selects the journals included in the SSCI based
on their quality and impact. Only A* and A-ranked journals were included from the
ABDC rankings. The journals from which the articles were taken are listed below (Table 1)
in descending order of the number of articles from each journal. This review has been
conducted following the PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Supplementary Materials) and has been
registered with the Open Science Framework (OSF). The registration details are publicly
available at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/TW5F7 (accessed on 21 September 2025).

Table 1. Journals Included in the Systematic Review, Ranked by Number of Articles Extracted.

Source Title Count of
Source Title

Business Strategy and the Environment 34
International Journal of Logistics Management 24
Technological Forecasting and Social Change 15

Supply Chain Management-An International Journal 8
Journal Of Business Research 7

International Journal of Operations & Production Management 6
International Journal of Physical Distribution & Logistics Management 5

International Journal of Project Management 3
Journal Of Innovation & Knowledge 3

Journal Of Enterprise Information Management 3
Journal Of Purchasing and Supply Management 2

International Journal of Bank Marketing 2
International Journal of Consumer Studies 2

Journal of Knowledge Management 2
Organization & Environment 1
Journal Of Sport Management 1

International Journal of Manpower 1
Journal Of International Business Studies 1

New Political Economy 1
International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management 1

Research Policy 1
International Journal of Management Reviews 1

Journal Of Services Marketing 1
International Journal of Advertising 1

Technovation 1
Journal Of Consumer Behaviour 1

Grand Total 128

Thematic Analysis

The authors employed a systematic approach to synthesize and scientifically extract
patterns prevalent in the CE literature in the context of IB, using the 128 articles screened and
selected through the PRISMA guidelines and Braun and Clarke’s [28] six-phase thematic
analysis framework. This approach provides a rigorous yet flexible method suitable for
reviewing diverse qualitative insights. Braun and Clarke’s [28] six-phase thematic analysis
framework was chosen for its proven applicability in synthesizing large bodies of literature
in interdisciplinary domains and its capacity to reveal both latent and explicit patterns.
The 128 research papers were selected by individual authors for independent coding based

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/TW5F7
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on title, journal, author, and abstract. The results from each author were discussed and
disagreements resolved through discussion, which allowed the determination of further
coding and synthesis criteria, as detailed in Table 2. Repeating the process, each author
reviewed the 128 articles, considering titles and abstracts, which significantly reduced the
risk of including themes with low or no relevance to the topic or excluding significant
ones. The coding yielded codes that described distinct ideas, practices, or phenomena,
such as “reverse logistics”, “eco-design”, “AI integration”, or “cross-border regulation”.
This process generated more than 400 preliminary codes. Codes were then reviewed for
semantic similarity and grouped into higher-order sub-themes, such as “circular supply
chain redesign”, “institutional drivers”, or “data-driven innovation”. These sub-themes
were iteratively refined through axial coding into six dominant themes, each representing a
critical lens of the CE in an IB context.

Table 2. Final Themes, Sub-Themes, and Sample Codes.

Theme Sub-Themes Sample Codes Sample Articles

Circular Supply Chain
Strategies

Reverse logistics,
closed-loop systems

Waste valorization, supply
chain redesign,

product recovery

Bocken et al. [29],
Montag [30]

Innovation for Circularity Eco-design, product
innovation

Modular design,
design-for-disassembly Geissdoerfer et al. [31]

Digital Enablers and
Industry 4.0

Artificial intelligence (AI),
IoT, Blockchain in the CE

Predictive maintenance,
digital twins, traceability Rotondo et al. [32]

Circular Business Models Servitization,
product-as-a-service

Leasing models,
usage-based pricing Kirchherr et al. [25]

Organizational and
Institutional Change

Policy, governance,
change management

Regulatory incentives, CSR
integration, stakeholder

pressure
de Jesus & Mendonça [33]

CE Outcomes and
Impact Assessment

Sustainability performance,
measurement

Carbon metrics, lifecycle
analysis, triple bottom line

Kalmykova et al. [34];
Haupt et al. [35]

These themes were not arbitrarily derived but were grounded in the empirical and
theoretical patterns recurring across the reviewed literature. Each theme captures a signifi-
cant dimension of the conceptualization, implementation, and evaluation of the CE within
IB operations.

The clusters presented in Table 3 highlight the multifaceted nature of the CE, en-
compassing both operational and strategic elements for sustainable transformation. This
study categorized 128 articles using keyword-based text mining, co-occurrence analysis,
and qualitative interpretation at the abstract level. The largest category, Circular Supply
Chain Strategies, includes 80 studies, reflecting the importance of strong supply chain
management (SCM) to the competitive strength of industrial businesses. The Innovation for
Circularity cluster contains 33 studies. The Digital Enablers and Industry 4.0 cluster consists
of 14 studies examining how smart technologies enable data and analytics within circular
systems. This theme reflects the convergence of the CE with Industry 4.0, as highlighted by
the growing interest in “smart circular economy” frameworks.
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Table 3. Clusters and their sources in the CE.

Cluster Key Supporting Studies Conceptual Contributions

Circular Supply Chain Strategies

Bocken et al. [29]
Geissdoerfer et al. [31]

Kirchherr et al. [25]
Montag [30]

Rotondo et al. [32]

Closed-loop systems, logistics, operationalization
of the CE, supply chain redesign

Innovation for Circularity Technological and product innovation,
eco-design, R&D for circularity

Digital Enablers and Industry 4.0 Role of digital tech (IoT, AI, blockchain) systems

Circular Business Models Redesign of value creation logic, servitization,
product-as-a-service

Organizational and
Institutional Change

Institutional drivers, policy integration, strategic
change, and governance

CE Outcomes and
Impact Assessment

Measuring environmental, social, and financial
performance impact assessment frameworks

Source: Authors.

The authors combined keyword co-occurrence analysis with manual abstract reviews
for an inductive analysis of CE networks. This analysis identified six overlapping clusters
that expanded the literature-based structures. Three clusters—Circular Supply Chain Strate-
gies, Innovation for Circularity, and Digital Enablers and Industry 4.0—were identified. The
remaining clusters—Integrating Supply Chain Management and Industry 4.0, Collaborative
Subjects in the CE, and Evolving Perspectives on the CE—emerged from interdisciplinary
literature. Together, these clusters demonstrate how supply chain circularity, innovation,
and digital enablement guide academic inquiry while revealing emerging interdisciplinary
connections that shape future research.

3. Results
3.1. SCM in the CE

Supply chains are the operational pillars of IB. Moreover, the role of supply chains
is crucial in incorporating the CE into IB. Studies underscore that the transition toward
circular SCM must extend beyond logistical tasks and be recognized as a strategic necessity
for global sustainability [36–38]. This transition demands dynamism and flexibility in the
supply chain [39], along with stakeholder engagement to integrate the CE [40]. In the
context of IB, this change also involves managing environmental risks, diversifying supply
sources, and aligning suppliers across different regions to adhere to common circular
standards with configurations and coordination that incorporate artificial intelligence
(AI) [41,42].

A significant insight from these studies is the emphasis on integrating circular supply
chains through a collaborative approach [43]. Technologies like blockchain play a crucial
role by enabling closed-loop systems that enhance transparency and traceability in the
supply chain [44,45]. Research shows that IB participants adopting circular supply practices
often achieve proficiency through strategies such as reverse logistics, closed-loop systems,
and product-service frameworks. The sustainability commitment of top executives, driven
by AI, is essential for CE practices, leading to cost-efficient and environmentally friendly
SCM [46]. A CE helps companies comply with strict international environmental regula-
tions regarding sustainability. This approach builds customer trust by using sustainable
materials and taking responsibility for products at the end of their lifecycles [47,48].

In the context of IB, the perception of a network is of utmost importance, particularly
within the SCM framework. This field prioritizes resource efficiency and the development
of a circular closed-loop system, which necessitates the continuous exchange of information,
goods, and CE practices on a global scale [12]. Such a system enables exceptional optimiza-
tion of production processes by reducing waste [31], minimizing costs, fostering customer
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loyalty, and enhancing competitive strength. Consequently, SCM is essential for the CE in
IB. Furthermore, applying a CE to supply chains in a global business environment requires
cooperative and flexible strategies across various regulatory and cultural landscapes. Sup-
ply chains function not only as pathways for goods but also as mechanisms through which
circularity can be established and expanded on a global scale. These insights highlight that
managing circular supply chains is fundamental to the CE in IB. The effectiveness of the CE
depends on embedding sustainable practices into procurement, operations, and logistics,
all of which require ongoing optimization across international borders.

3.2. Innovative Business Models for the CE

Innovative business models are conceptual drivers that enable the implementation
of the CE for sustainability. The related body of research consistently highlights the shift
from a linear to a circular value co-creation model. Innovative business models involve
a fundamental reevaluation of how companies worldwide generate, deliver, and capture
value. These models require a multidimensional approach with commitment from top
executives, skilled employees, and robust internal corporate systems [49]. Innovative
models prevent stagnation within a CE [50], while value co-creation enhances its applica-
bility [51]. Business models incorporating CE principles frequently adopt strategies such
as servitization, remanufacturing, product-as-a-service systems, and closed-loop systems
designed for global scalability. These models enable companies to decouple growth from
resource extraction, which is increasingly crucial for international sustainability [52,53].

Notably, the literature emphasizes that business model innovation extends beyond
corporate-level activities and responds to institutional and societal demands that vary
internationally. Businesses operating within diverse regulatory environments must tailor
their CE business models to align with local environmental regulations [54]. IB innovation
linked with social trust can align CE practices to enhance global competitiveness [55]. On-
going changes in the business environment demand innovation at every stage. Innovation
is key to maintaining competitiveness and fostering growth, particularly for IB.

Additionally, integrating the supply chain in emerging markets requires business
model innovation through flexibility and adaptation, leading to environmental sustainabil-
ity [56]. The dynamics of business model innovation are influenced by numerous internal
and external factors contributing to success. The transition from a linear economy to a
CE involves internal factors, such as organizational culture and resource management,
alongside external market demands and policies [50]. Business model innovation is more
challenging for established companies compared to newer entities, such as those in the
gig economy, which can be more easily developed and adapted [57]. The Green Alliance
CE has proposed an innovative business model for recycling and reusing e-waste, using
environmentally friendly production as the foundation for advancing a circular product
lifecycle [58].

Many studies emphasize the influence of digitalization, stakeholder involvement, and
cross-sector partnerships as a foundation for business models. The literature demonstrates
that innovative business models become feasible when companies actively incorporate
circularity into their customer value propositions, supply chain structures, and revenue
strategies. This may also be a necessity for corporations, as IB participants adopt these
models for legitimization [59]. The adoption of the quintuple helix model could be a
pathway for the CE in IB [60]. Effective CE ecosystems require strong collaboration between
stakeholders and customers [61].

The literature collectively acknowledges that CE business models not only promote
environmental sustainability but also create new market opportunities, enhance customer
loyalty, and build long-term resilience in global contexts. These models enable companies
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to transform sustainability from a compliance-focused cost economy to a source-focused CE
with competitive advantage and innovation [62,63]. Therefore, developing business models
aligned with the CE is crucial for reshaping IB toward a more regenerative economic future.

3.3. Integrating SCM and Industry 4.0 for the CE

The integration of SCM with Industry 4.0 technologies represents a significant
paradigm shift in promoting the CE within IB. The literature emphasizes how this in-
tegration enables companies to employ circular principles through digitally enhanced
e-supply chains that are adaptable, transparent, and optimize resource use [64,65]. These
hybrid models support the shift from linear to circular operations and establish the in-
frastructure essential for adopting strategies at an IB scale by optimizing reverse logistics,
enhancing product lifecycle tracking, and automating waste reduction processes. Industry
4.0 is transforming SCM on a global scale by integrating advanced technologies such as
the Internet of Things (IoT), AI, and blockchain. These developments provide real-time
visibility, predictive analytics, automation, and optimization of supply chain operations and
decision-making. Industry 4.0 improves transparency, capability, and collaboration, thus
promoting agile and sustainable international supply chains that enhance CE innovation,
efficiency, and value creation [66].

For the effective implementation of the CE, IB participants must incorporate Industry
4.0 into SCM. An organization’s ability to adapt, learn, and change over time using its skills,
resources, and knowledge, combined with Industry 4.0, supports circular and resilient
manufacturing supply chains by enabling real-time monitoring, resource tracking, and
addressing CE implementation challenges [65]. The CE is central to this integration, which
involves the synchronization of physical supply processes with cyber-physical systems
that gather, relay, and act upon real-time data. This combination enables international
companies to enhance their global operational capabilities and facilitates closed-loop flow
across borders. For example, incorporating blockchain into Industry 4.0-based supply
chains improves circularity, trust, and decentralized coordination, supporting real-time,
data-driven decisions and promoting strong interorganizational collaboration, thus acceler-
ating sustainable supply chain integration [64]. This is particularly beneficial in IB, where
materials and components frequently navigate intricate multinational value networks.

Additionally, research indicates that merging SCM with Industry 4.0 enhances decision-
making agility and strategic foresight in CE initiatives. The integration of dynamic capabili-
ties and Industry 4.0 technologies allows firms to build circular and flexible IB supply chains
by reallocating resources, adapting to disruptions, and executing sustainable practices [65].
This expertise is essential for addressing regulatory requirements, achieving carbon neutrality,
and meeting consumer expectations, which vary significantly across markets.

By integrating SCM with Industry 4.0, the CE extends beyond technical enhancements.
This amalgamation represents a strategic transformation that makes a CE feasible on a
global scale. It unites production, logistics, and end-of-life stages into a unified digital
framework, allowing companies to execute circular strategies with high accuracy and
robustness. Therefore, the integration of Industry 4.0 and SCM in IB for the CE requires
a comprehensive approach that combines technological innovation, collaboration, and
strategic planning.

3.4. Digital Enablers and Industry 4.0 in the CE

Digital technologies and advancements in Industry 4.0 play a crucial role in promot-
ing a CE within the complex domain of IB. Industry 4.0, combined with lean production
methods, establishes a robust foundation for implementing CE strategies in manufacturing.
Together, they help overcome transition barriers, enhance sustainability, and shape com-
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petitive, future-ready business models [67]. Digitalization supports the development of
business models for industrial manufacturers [68]. It stimulates the CE not only through
adoption but also by enabling firms to develop dynamic capabilities, such as sensing, seiz-
ing, and transforming, which are vital for successful industrial circular transitions [69]. The
disclosure of Industry 4.0’s transformation in annual reports, especially when coupled with
strong ESG performance, positively influences financial performance [70]. CE practices in
supply chain design, relationships, and HR enhance firm performance, and big data amplify
this impact, particularly in HR-related circular efforts [71]. The IoT supports CE practices
in Industry 4.0 by identifying stakeholder expectations for IoT tools and establishing best
practices to monitor the environment, thus supporting manufacturing research [72].

Industry 4.0, representing the fourth phase of the Industrial Revolution, is character-
ized by interconnectivity, automation, machine learning, and real-time data utilization.
Although the integration of digitalization and the CE is in its early stages, the innovative
contributions of smart technology to businesses, particularly industrial firms, through
circularity are noteworthy [69]. Industry 4.0, encompassing resource management, man-
ufacturing, and IB, fosters creativity to enhance productivity. However, reverse logistics
remains in its infancy and is intricately linked to digitalization technologies such as cloud
connectivity, the Industrial IoT, AI, and machine learning. The evolving collaboration be-
tween the CE and Industry 4.0 is advancing toward sustainable solutions [58]. Despite the
urgent need for stakeholder collaboration, the requirements and outcomes remain unclear.

The strategic adoption of smart technologies in waste management, emphasizing
the 3Rs (recycling, reuse, refurbishing) and reducing the consumption of critical natural
resources, generates new opportunities. The synergy between the CE and Industry 4.0, as
evidenced by RFID-enabled waste-carrying trucks, sensor-enabled waste bins, and robots
used for waste sorting, creates new opportunities in the waste recycling industry [73].

Many studies highlight that digital tools reduce transaction costs and simplify the
complexities of international circular loops. Blockchain and RFID technologies improve
transparency and traceability in global reverse logistics and closed-loop supply chains,
while AI aids demand forecasting and lifecycle assessment, which are crucial for circular
planning [74,75]. These technological advancements allow MNEs to monitor, retrieve, and
reintegrate materials in a manner that conforms to local regulations and meets consumer
expectations across regions [76,77]. Nevertheless, the involvement of various stakeholders
in a CE is complex, and the dynamics of beliefs about a CE remain uncertain.

3.5. Collaborative Subjects in the CE

Collaboration is crucial for the effective implementation of CE principles in IB. Re-
search within this cluster collectively highlights that circular transformation extends be-
yond individual elements, such as SCM, innovation, and digitalization. This suggests
that circular loops require efforts beyond individual companies, involving multiple actors,
including governments, non-governmental organizations, intermediaries, and institutional
ecosystems. A significant synthesis emerges from big data and stakeholder-driven decision-
making, which can empower the CE in emerging markets by enabling technologies, en-
hancing business significance, deriving value, and achieving circular goals [78]. Such
collaborative structures are particularly vital in international contexts, where regulatory
frameworks, resource availability, and stakeholder expectations vary widely. The successful
adoption of a CE often results from interconnected efforts, making collaboration essential.
Even in sectors actively engaged in areas such as waste management, renewable energy,
emissions reduction, and sustainable CE practices, the clarity of their disclosures is often
low, hindering stakeholder understanding and engagement and limiting the full potential
of the CE [79,80]. Furthermore, international collaboration promotes the dissemination of
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CE practices by fostering learning, technology transfer, and knowledge exchange, especially
in areas with institutional gaps where strategic alliances could facilitate CE adoption, such
as among small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) [81].

Expertise across various platforms is required to facilitate holistic approaches to
achieving the objective of a circular loop with multiple stakeholders across borders. An
example is the Sustainable Processes and Resources for Innovation and National Growth
(SPRING) initiative in Italy [52], where firms within the SPRING cluster are encouraged
to enhance their positioning across various domains, exemplifying innovative business
models as hallmarks of the CE in the bioeconomy. Collaboration enables the examination of
intricate issues from multiple perspectives and the formulation of comprehensive strategies
to address them. Such partnerships can include the integration of empirical studies and
theoretical applications to achieve CE objectives [65].

These transformations depend heavily on supportive networks encompassing the
public, private, and civic sectors. Such arrangements not only lend legitimacy to circular
initiatives but also improve access to resources, such as secondary materials and reverse
logistics. This fosters adaptive capacities essential for scaling internationally, such as e-
waste collection, repair, remanufacturing, and recycling businesses [82]. In this context, the
CE in IB surpasses internal policies and innovation, indicating a structural transformation
in how international companies engage in circular ecosystems.

The integration of digital business transformation, organizational ambidexterity, and
circular business models enhances Industry 4.0, thereby promoting sustainable supply
chain performance [66]. This multidimensional collaborative approach advances CE goals
in IB. Reverse logistics activities are complex and dynamic, involving various stakeholders
and the flow of materials, information, human resources, and financial resources [83,84].
Although markets are more effective when waste materials possess economic value, they
are often insufficient to drive innovation when environmental value surpasses economic
incentives. In such cases, public sector support through regulations and demand shaping
is essential to facilitate the CE transition [85].

From a strategic perspective, these findings highlight the importance of the CE in
helping companies operating globally to develop institutional capabilities and form al-
liances with stakeholders to facilitate the transition. Such collaborative efforts can include
international joint ventures aimed at advancing recycling technologies or multi-stakeholder
platforms that work toward regulatory alignment of circular processes. This study indi-
cates that emerging markets and developing economies gain substantial advantages from
international CE partnerships, which can offset the lack of domestic policy support and
infrastructure. However, Manioudis and Meramveliotakis [86] suggest that scholars in in-
ternational development methodically contrast current development studies with classical
frameworks, offering theoretical depth and clarity to pave the way for future frameworks.
The path to achieving CE sustainability in IB often requires a complete demolition and
redefinition of the system [87].

3.6. Evolving Perspectives on the CE

CE studies in the context of IB emphasize the evolution of global sustainability prac-
tices. IB participants have implemented frameworks associated with global sustainability.
However, scholars have noted that significant knowledge gaps still exist [11]. Moreover,
internal factors such as leadership commitment, specialized skills, and cultural awareness
are significant in adopting a CE in IB. Nonetheless, considerable gaps remain in implement-
ing these internal dynamic functions in large, established, and internationally operating
firms [47].
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AI is essential for steering sustainable practices in the CE by optimizing resource use
and improving decision-making in CE initiatives. AI capabilities enhance green innovation,
which improves sustainable performance and CE outcomes, primarily when supported
by big data analytics and knowledge management systems. Integrating AI with data and
knowledge systems significantly promotes sustainability [88]. Recently, IB participants have
become increasingly interested in capturing emerging markets with innovative products
that require less investment, aiming to provide at least cost to the end user. AI plays a
greater role in this by generating frugal innovations aligned with the CE to reduce resource
use and maximize competitive strength [42].

The CE in IB faces challenges related to infrastructure and inadequate regulations that
obstruct circularity, requiring a systemic, collaborative approach. Shared responsibilities,
cross-border regulatory coherence, and integrated stakeholder efforts are ways to advance
the CE globally [89]. Achieving sustainability is not a short-term goal. Sustainability is
influenced by innovation, investor involvement, and sustained engagement with the shar-
ing economy, which together provide important macro-level insights into IB and policies.
Industrial policies and regulations focused on sustainability are key drivers of environ-
mental transformation. For global businesses, this stresses a shift from a firm-level CE to
an ecosystem perspective on the CE [90]. The circularity of IB must withstand global dis-
ruptions such as the pandemic. A resilient CE arises from adaptive capabilities, especially
digitalization and integration, which are fundamental to supply chain survival during
global disruptions [91]. In the context of IB, the concept of a CE is shifting focus from
operational efficiency to strategic transformation. Corporations are becoming increasingly
involved in comprehensive change, adopting legitimacy and meeting stakeholder expecta-
tions. By incorporating digitalization, innovation, and policy adaptability, IB participants
have restructured value creation across borders (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Strategic Roadmap for the Evolution of the CE in IB. Source: Authors.
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4. Discussion
This study aimed to synthesize and critically advance both established and emerging

scholarship on the circular economy (CE) within the context of international business
(IB), guided by four primary objectives. First, it consolidated prevailing trends across
key thematic domains, offering a structured analysis of how CE has been conceptualized
and operationalized on a global scale. Second, through the theoretical lens of the ABV, it
examined how managerial attention and organizational priorities shape the adoption and
diffusion of CE strategies in international contexts. Third, it applied the MLP to explain
the evolutionary pathways and institutional dynamics that influence CE integration across
firms, industries, and national boundaries. Finally, this discussion presents research gaps
and proposes a future research agenda that integrates insights from the ABV and MLP,
offering a coherent framework for advancing theory and practice in the CE within IB. This
study draws on the ABV [7], which posits that organizational decisions are shaped by the
issues leaders notice and how they interpret them. In the context of IB, executive attention
tends to focus on evident and high-reward strategies [92–94], such as digital transformation
or compliance with global environmental standards, often at the expense of local-level
engagement, leadership development, or consumer-centric innovation. This explains why
themes such as local entrepreneurship, AI applications, and consumer behavior remain
under-researched or under-prioritized despite their recognized importance [36,55].

Our findings span across the micro, meso, and macro levels of analysis and imple-
mentation. At the micro level, the literature highlights entrepreneurial initiatives, retailer
engagement, and the adoption of AI and digital tools that drive transformations at the local
level toward circularity. The meso level highlights strategic collaborations, cross-sectoral
partnerships, and supply chain configurations that empower the implementation of circular
models. At the macro level, the studies examined underscore the influence of regulatory
frameworks, institutional pressures, and evolving consumer preferences in shaping CE
transitions. Additionally, the systematic review incorporated all three levels.

Further, the identified role of digital technologies such as the IoT and blockchain
confirms earlier research emphasizing their enabling functions in CE adoption [61,95].
However, our findings extend this body of work by showing that AI, a more cognitive and
predictive tool, remains underutilized. From the perspective of the ABV, this suggests that
managerial attention focuses on “measurable” technologies like blockchain, which support
reporting and traceability, rather than on AI, which requires long-term vision and abstract
strategic thinking. The role of supply chains as CE enablers aligns with prior work [39],
but our analysis challenges the dominant narrative by revealing a lack of attention to
SME integration and reverse logistics customization across cultural contexts. The ABV
explains this as a top management bias toward centralized, high-visibility logistics systems,
overlooking the decentralized, adaptive supply innovations of local partners [38,92].

Our study reveals that though CE is widely accepted and attention to CE in IB, the
literature remains heavily focused on supply chain optimization and digital technolo-
gies. The aim and strategies are to achieve operational efficiency, while broader sus-
tainability outcomes—CE as climate action, consumer engagement in sustainability, and
entrepreneurial innovation—receive limited attention. Our study offers a critical perspec-
tive that highlights the gaps at the micro, meso, and macro levels. The study emphasizes
the need for more integrated strategies that align managerial attention with multi-level
sustainability objectives. By situating CE within this larger sustainability context, our
study underscores both the achievements and the significant areas still underexplored in
IB research.

Our findings confirm the transformative role of circular business models in decoupling
value from resource use [52]. However, we challenge the prevailing assumption of a “uni-
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versal model” by showing that business model innovation needs to adapt to local cultural
and regulatory environments. The ABV clarifies that strategic attention in global firms often
remains fixed on macro-level compliance and digital efficiency, neglecting context-specific
adaptation, which constrains local legitimacy and adoption. Leadership commitment,
while noted in earlier studies [58], remains peripheral in the CE–IB literature. For instance,
Chabowski, Han, and Sar [93] research on sustainable international business model innova-
tions for the circular economy and provides an integrative framework for CE transitions
with IB. The review provides valuable insight on policy, partnership and innovation. How-
ever, the research has focused on supply chain and digitalization. Our findings stresses the
overly attention on value chains and digitalization with limited executive-level attention
and integration of CE principles in IB strategies. Our findings extend this discourse by
identifying a lack of structured executive attention to CE transitions, particularly when
integrating environmental key performance indicators into core strategy [94]. The ABV
not only explains this gap but also suggests solutions by advocating for new attentional
structures, such as CE–dedicated C-suite roles or performance dashboards, which elevate
sustainability to a strategic focus.

Our data show that retailers and consumers are underrepresented actors in CE litera-
ture. This challenges existing IB sustainability frameworks, which are overly firm-centric.
The ABV reveals that corporate attention systems filter out consumer engagement unless it
is linked to immediate return on investment or reputational risks, indicating the need to
reconfigure attentional processes to include downstream actors more meaningfully. The
failure to align micro-level innovations (e.g., entrepreneurial solutions), meso-level firm
strategies, and macro-level policy frameworks is a persistent fragmentation in CE–IB re-
search. Our analysis confirms Kansheba et al. [11] in identifying this disjunction. The ABV
explains this as a cognitive misalignment of attentional domains: different stakeholders
prioritize different signals, leading to breakdowns in coordination and learning. Therefore,
a more integrated attention architecture is required to align these levels.

By applying the ABV to CE implementation in IB, this study challenges the traditional
operational framing of the CE and recasts it as a function of executive attention [92–94] and
strategic cognition. This highlights that many observed gaps—AI neglect, weak leadership
involvement, and limited local engagement—are not merely resource constraints but also
attentional blind spots. Thus, the ABV provides a theoretical tool for understanding why
certain CE practices succeed or stall across international contexts.

In sum, our findings reinforce but also extend prior work on CE in IB. For example,
Chabowski et al. [93] underscored the role of sustainable business model innovations in
international contexts, yet their integrative framework remained heavily focused on supply
chains and digitalization; our analysis confirms this emphasis but reveals that executive
attention to CE integration remains peripheral and insufficiently structured. Similarly,
Castilla-Polo and Sanchez-Hernandez [55] highlighted the CE awareness of agri-food
cooperatives. Still, our results show that such awareness often fails to translate into con-
sumer engagement or SME integration within global value chains. Bag and Rahman [75]
emphasized how leadership attention to analytics and political factors can strengthen
CE performance. However, our findings caution that this attention is still disproportion-
ately directed toward traceability and efficiency rather than long-term innovation. Finally,
Neri et al. [68] illustrated the potential of digital-enabled dynamic capabilities for advanc-
ing CE, while our study demonstrates that managerial attention continues to privilege
“measurable” technologies like blockchain over predictive tools such as AI [68]. Together,
these insights show that earlier research has recognized the importance of CE in IB, but our
analysis highlights additional blind spots—particularly weak executive attention, neglect
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of AI, and limited consumer integration—that must be addressed through better alignment
of micro, meso, and macro strategies.

5. Theoretical and Practical Implications
The study makes several significant contributions to literature and theory by inte-

grating the Attention-Based View and Multi-Level Perspective for the advancement of
CE implementation in International Business. Prior research has focused on managerial
attention and system-level transitions in isolation. This study depicts the framework that
demonstrates that CE adoption requires both focused managerial attention and alignment
across micro, meso, and macro levels. Putting together the overlooked factors like en-
trepreneurship, retailer engagement, AI integration, and consumer preferences through
the integration of the ABV-MLP lens, the study highlights that the allocation of executive
attention connects firm-level decisions with broader CE transformations. The categoriza-
tion of systematically reviewed 128 articles, seizing the recent trends into six thematic
clusters, informs that theoretical development is fragmented for CE application in the
context of International Business. In addition, the study identifies through the 6 themes
and framework where and how theoretical development is uneven. For instance, in the
evolving perspectives theme, consumer behavior and preferences are underexplored. In
the digital enablers and Industry 4.0 theme, entrepreneurship and retailer dynamics are
scarcely considered, and in collaborative subjects, cross-sector alliances are documented
but still disconnected from AI-driven innovation. This mapping demonstrates that theoreti-
cal advancement in CE and IB requires bridging different routes through which absolute
implementation and application of CE can happen across International Business.

Furthermore, the findings of the study provide valuable insights for managers, pol-
icymakers, and practitioners in the context of CE and International Business. First, top
management needs to realize that managerial attention is a critical driver of sustainability,
which extends to CE implementation. In the absence of a comprehensive strategy to imple-
ment sustainability at every level, CE implementation in International Business remains
peripheral. Second, the study informs the managers that firms involved in International
Business should expand their focus beyond supply chain efficiency and digital technolo-
gies. This involves including consumer preferences, entrepreneurial initiatives, and retailer
engagement, which are currently underexplored in practice. For policymakers, the findings
of the study guide on the importance of cross-sector collaborations and strategic alliances
at the meso level. AI and digital capacity are not just technological decisions for Interna-
tional Business but also a matter of directing executive attention to integrate these tools
into sustainable business models. Resonating with our findings, Munonye [93] states that
integrating CE principles into business strategies needs a strong policy-driven orientation.
This aligns with our observation that institutional and regulatory frameworks can play a
catalytic role in expanding IB’s engagement with CE beyond supply chain optimization.
Finally, global firms must develop digital and organizational capabilities to embed the CE
into core operations.

6. Limitations and Future Research Directions
Despite several contributions, the study also has many limitations. First, the study

is based on a systematic literature review focused on the time frame of 2020–2025, which
could have excluded earlier influential studies. Second, the review analyzes 128 peer-
reviewed articles, which ensures depth but may limit the generalizability of findings across
all sectors of international business. Third, though the six categories lead to a structured
understanding of CE in International Business, the study could fall under a degree of
subjectivity. Finally, the conceptual framework integrating ABV and MLP is theoretical
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and has not been empirically validated; therefore, its practical application requires further
testing and validation in real-world contexts.

Accordingly, the study offers several avenues for future research in CE implementation
in International Business. While prior studies have predominantly focused on supply
chain management and Industry 4.0 technologies, this review identifies underexplored
areas across micro, meso, and macro levels. At the micro level, future research should
further investigate entrepreneurship, retailer engagement, and the adoption of artificial
intelligence within firms, as these factors play critical roles in driving circular innovation
and operationalizing circular economy strategies. At the meso level, further research should
explore strategic alliances and cross-sector collaborations as mechanisms to facilitate the
diffusion of circular practices across industries and supply chains. At the macro level,
broader systemic factors—such as consumer preferences, market demand, and regulatory
environments—remain underexplored and warrant empirical investigation. Additionally,
technological enablers, particularly artificial intelligence, play a pivotal role in elucidating
the structure of circular economy adoption within international supply networks.

Empirical studies exploring how managerial attention interacts with institutional
structures, organizational capabilities, and digital technologies will strengthen the practical
applicability of the ABV–MLP conceptual framework proposed in this study. Figure 3.
Strategic Roadmap for the Evolution of the CE in International Business is conceptually
derived from the review and the ABV–MLP framework, illustrating priority areas for future
research and practice. The diagram highlights five key areas: Strategic alliances at the
local level to enhance collaboration and resource sharing, Entrepreneurship development
focused on circular innovation, Retailer engagement and circularity incentives, Regulatory
and policy alignment across borders to reduce institutional voids, and investigation of
consumer preferences to inform demand-driven CE strategies. Finally, future research
should adopt multi-method approaches, including longitudinal, cross-country, and mixed-
method designs.

7. Conclusions
This study systematically synthesizes the emerging literature on the CE within IB,

identifies dominant themes, and interprets these findings through the ABV and the MLP.
Thematic analysis revealed six major clusters: (1) SCM in the CE; (2) innovative business
models for the CE; (3) integration of supply chains and Industry 4.0; (4) digital enablers in
the CE; (5) evolving perspectives on the CE; (6) collaborative approaches to the CE. These
themes collectively highlight how technological enablers, institutional shifts, stakeholder
pressures, and strategic decision-making shape CE strategies across global contexts. The
findings extend prior research by showing that firms increasingly adopt CE practices not
only as a sustainability imperative but also as a pathway for operational efficiency, in-
novation, and competitive advantage. Industry 4.0 technologies—especially the IoT, AI,
and blockchain—have emerged as key enablers that attract organizational attention and
facilitate CE adoption. At the same time, significant barriers remain, including regulatory
fragmentation, implementation complexity, and a lack of internal capabilities. From the
ABV perspective, firms prioritize CE practices when they align with top management’s
attention, stakeholder salience, and perceived economic value. The MLP situates these tran-
sitions within landscape pressures, regime-level barriers, and emerging niche innovations,
particularly in multinational environments. This study offers several practical implications.
Second, policymakers should promote cross-border alignment of CE regulations to reduce
institutional voids. Third, stakeholders, including retailers and end-users, play critical
roles in shaping circular practices, requiring further strategic collaboration across the value
chain. However, this study has limitations. The review was restricted to a defined time
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frame and focused only on peer-reviewed literature, potentially overlooking gray literature
and emerging policy developments. Methodologically, while thematic analysis was used,
the absence of quantitative meta-analysis or triangulation with primary data may limit the
generalizability of findings. Additionally, the ABV and MLP were applied conceptually
rather than empirically tested. Future research should address these limitations by adopting
multi-method approaches, exploring CE strategies in emerging markets, and empirically
examining how managerial attention and institutional structures affect CE outcomes in IB.
Beyond SCM, research should explore underexamined areas such as strategic alliances for
the CE, entrepreneurship in circular innovation, and the influence of customer preferences
on cradle-to-cradle product strategies. Investigating how AI, blockchain, and digital-twins
specifically reshape the CE across international supply networks remains a critical frontier.
In summary, this study advances understanding of the intersection between the CE and
IB by integrating theoretical perspectives, providing a structured synthesis of key themes,
and outlining future research directions. It offers a foundation for scholars, practitioners,
and policymakers seeking to navigate and accelerate sustainability transitions in IB.
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