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Abstract: Concern for sustainable development and environmental protection has become increas-
ingly important in the business world in recent decades. Looking for business professionals who are
currently implementing sustainable development practices and the principles of the circular economy
might be the most meaningful approach to the time and the space we are all heading towards in
the future. This study seeks to identify the motivations, obstacles, strategies, and perspectives of
specialists in the integration of the circular and sustainable economy model in businesses in the
Romanian context. It focuses on providing a solid basis for promoting sustainable practices and
policies in the business environment, considering theoretical elements and the perspectives and
experiences of specialists. In our research, qualitative in-depth interviews were conducted among
diverse specialists in Romanian businesses to gain insight. The research findings indicate consistent
requests for consumer education and involvement in the circular economy process and for political
support and funding sources for investments in assistive technologies. This article presents view-
points from Romanian experts, entrepreneurs, and business decision-makers on the circular economy
and sustainability. Decision-makers prioritize developing and promoting sustainable products and
services, emphasizing the use of recycled materials, and using renewable energy for their activities.
The presented results highlight the situation in Romania and implicitly make a significant contri-
bution to the scientific knowledge in this field. Although the study’s qualitative nature limits its
generalizability, it offers valuable insights and suggests potential directions for future research on
aspects related to the circular economy and sustainability.

Keywords: circular economy; sustainability; environment; business; Sustainable Development Goals;
qualitative research; business specialists

1. Introduction

Care for the environment has become a current concern for most of the world’s in-
habitants, for the business environment, as well as for international organizations and
public institutions at the state level, because of the negative effects felt by humanity due to
climate change and changes found in the natural environment (biodiversity loss, deforesta-
tion, pollution, and resource scarcity). Anthropogenic activities along with technological
developments in all fields have led to these changes. It is estimated that a solution that
can practically reduce a large part of the total greenhouse gas emissions and all waste
from some economic sectors is the circular economy, which would, thus, contribute to
protecting the environment and combating climate change [1,2]. The concept of the circular
economy first appeared in the literature in the 1990s. It represents an economy that fully
respects the interdependencies between the environment and the economy and preserves
the fundamental functions of the environment in sustainable development, being a complex
subject that has attracted increased attention in recent years, along with sustainability [3].

A circular economy aims to gradually decouple the increase in consumption of non-
renewable resources and exhibits the quality of being regenerative by design [4]. Based on
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these considerations, many countries have introduced national strategies with the aim of
achieving a more circular and sustainable economy [5,6].

Sustainable development is in the specialized literature a term synonymous with
sustainability and means the ability to maintain a certain activity and/or entity over time
without depleting the productive ecological resources of a country/region on Earth, thereby
allowing human development [6].

The connection between sustainable development and the circular economy is that
the latter is a system that limits activities that could harm society and the environment,
such as the rapid depletion of the planet’s resources or the generation of large amounts of
waste. The circular economy plays a central role in sustainability debates, as the circular
model helps to achieve all dimensions of sustainable development (economic, social, and
environmental) [7]. Practically, in achieving the current objectives of sustainability, as
adopted by the vast majority of countries in the world, the circular economy is an important
tool, as it involves the return of various materials in another production cycle whenever
possible by renting or finding new uses for certain objects or appliances, even involving
the energy recovery of waste that cannot be recycled, also called fuel waste; all of this is
carried out to limit the depletion of the planet’s non-renewable natural resources and stop
the increasingly present climate changes.

To fight against the changes mentioned above and to become a society in which there
are no net greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, more precisely known as a climate-neutral
society, the European Union adopted a package of initiatives, the so-called Green Deal,
covering the climate and the environment, industries, energy, transport, agriculture, and
sustainable finance, all sharing a close connection. Thus, by belonging to the European
Union, all member countries have committed to a low-carbon and resource-efficient econ-
omy by 2050. Other countries that have committed to being climate-neutral by 2050 are
Japan, South Korea, Canada, and New Zealand [8]. Some countries have pledged to do it
by the year 2060, such as China, which in approaching the circular economy, the key issue
for sustainability, introduced multiple consecutive Five-Year Plans for their development
strategy at the national level. In China, promoting the circular economy has been regulated
by law since 2009 [5]. However, many countries have not made any official announcement
in this regard [5,9].

For the Romanian business environment, the concept of the circular economy has in
recent years become a concept of interest due to its popularity in the European Union’s
policies and also due to the benefits (economic, social, and environmental) it implies.

The study of the circular economy has gained more and more attention, especially
since, with the help of the circular economy process, the sustainability objectives assumed
for most countries around the globe can be achieved. However, it is necessary to consider
internal market factors from each country in the integration of the circular economy’s
system and the achievement of sustainable development [10,11].

Studies show that in Romania, the circular economy is at the beginning stage [12], al-
though there are still large discrepancies compared to other EU countries in this regard [13].
The waste recycling rate was 11.3% in 2020, meaning that Romania did not achieve the
EU objectives (50% by 2020). The circular use of materials decreased in Romania from
1.7% in 2016 to 1.4% in 2021, a very small value compared to the European leverage rate
(11.7%) [14]. However, in the long term, there are favourable prospects for improving
Romania’s performance in adopting the circular economy [15]. Romania has taken sig-
nificant steps towards a circular economy [16], and this must also be supported through
the legislative framework [17]; it is necessary “to involve all stakeholders—governments,
industry, communities, and civic organizations” [18]. At the end of 2023, the Romanian
government finalized the Action Plan on the Circular Economy, which will include as a
result “1.43 billions Euro, 0.5% of GDP and 70 new jobs for every 1000 tons of recycled
waste” [19].

In the current study, the objective of the work is to understand from the perspective
of specialists from various businesses from Romania what the circular economy and sus-
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tainable development mean and how these issues are translated into a business model, in
legislation and the lifestyle of consumers. In this sense, qualitative research was carried
out based on a series of individual in-depth interviews with people with decision-making
power within the businesses they represent. The in-depth interview and semi-structured
interview questions were addressed to experts who had something to say in this realm of cir-
cularity and sustainability to answer the following research question: “How do businesses
perceive, implement, and navigate the principles of the circular economy for sustainable
development, considering motivations, barriers, strategies, and perspectives of experts?”.

Regarding the objectives of qualitative in-depth interview marketing research, qualita-
tive research was based on the following main objectives:

Objective 1 (O1). Evaluate business professionals’ comprehension and awareness of circular
economy principles and sustainable development practices within the business landscape.

Objective 2 (O2). Explore factors influencing attitudes towards adopting circular economy princi-
ples and sustainable development practices in various firms, uncovering the underlying reasons.

Objective 3 (O3). Analyze how practitioners’ perceptions of circular economy and sustainable
development practices at the firm level influence the adoption and implementation of these practices
within their respective businesses.

Objective 4 (O4). Identify in which circular business models can be included in the interviewed
businesses, based on the solutions they provide in the approaches of circular economy principles and
sustainable development practices.

Since the decisions of specialists regarding the sustainable growth of businesses in
Romania are heavily understudied, our research work focuses on these contexts. Studying
the circular economy and sustainable development practices in the Romanian business
context is a necessity because it offers to the institutional, business, and civic sectors an
overview of the progress made so far through the circular economy approach within a
general business strategy. Also, this scientific research offers the opportunity to find out
at which stage of these processes more stakeholder involvement and auxiliary actions
are needed.

The results of the research carried out among the specialists show that considerable
financial investments are needed to successfully integrate the circular economy model
within a business, including equipment, software programs, marketing campaigns, and
other things. Practically, an entire infrastructure is needed to recover and save resources.
It is worth noting that some of the decision-makers at the company level have specified
the development and promotion of sustainable products and services as practices for the
circular economy. The products can be or are already made using recycled or recyclable
or biodegradable materials or are replaced by services, thus supporting the business
model “Circular consumables”, also known as “From product to service”. Also, another
notable result is the need for much more education for this process at the consumer level.
Individuals must be attracted and involved in this circular economy mechanism for its
successful implementation.

The structure of this paper is as follows. The first section is the introductive one,
whereas the second has an exclusively theoretical character. The third one presents the
methodology used in the study, the fourth contains the results, and the fifth section de-
scribes our main findings. The last section contains the conclusions, the limitations of the
analysis, and future research directions.

2. Literature Review

Humanity faces one of its most important and challenging tasks: to effect a sustain-
able global transformation in terms of society, the environment, and the economy. This
transformation requires innovative approaches and creative solutions to be successfully
achieved [20]. The emergence and evolution of alternative technologies and industrial
fields is a key concern for researchers in the transition to a sustainable, green economy [21].
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The linear economy model has existed for a very long time and contributes to irre-
sponsible exploitation and a significant loss of resources [22] that often end up chaotically
abandoned in nature. The model is often criticized for emphasizing the exploitation of new
raw materials and contributing greatly to waste generation. The circular economy concept
contributes to sustainability goals by offering an alternative to the current linear model that
always processes new raw materials, which then results in waste [23].

The transition to a circular economy holds high expectations, as sustainable consump-
tion and production are seen as at the heart of major global challenges such as poverty
and climate change. Resource consumption has grown faster than population growth,
indicating that it is driven not by population growth but by the current model of economic
development based on consumerism and mass industrial production. Society’s focus on
producing and consuming as cheaply as possible has created the linear economy model
in which objects are briefly used and then discarded as waste [24]. Transitions should
not only be understood as global phenomena, but also as uneven and developments in
specific technologies, following different paths in different national and regional contexts
and settings over time [25].

Much of the world’s environmental pollution is related to the use of materials, and
material depletion is a problem. Most materials are lost and dissipated in production and
consumption processes [26]. Therefore, efficiency in keeping materials looped is a key
aspect of the circular economy [27]. This is the way to stop or decrease the consumption of
new raw materials and promote well-being, while reducing environmental burdens [28].

The circular economy is a current topic; politicians, entrepreneurs, CEOs, repre-
sentatives of non-governmental organizations, and civil society talk about the potential
benefits [29] and recognize the need to move away from the dominant model of the linear
economy with its polluting production, neglect of limited resources, and waste prob-
lem [30]. The adoption of the circular economy as a collective saving formula resulted
from the pressures exerted by the global crisis of resource scarcity, population growth, and
climate change, felt across the globe. The circular economy aims primarily at achieving
economic prosperity while maintaining environmental quality and social fairness to pass
on a sustainable world to future generations [31].

In the European Union (EU), the circular economy is the central pillar of the Green Deal
and climate neutrality objectives. The EU is working to create a sustainable, competitive,
low-carbon, and resource-efficient economy. This provides just one example of this process,
but circular economy policy and practices are today at the forefront of environmental
policies around the world, “from Chile to Japan, from Beijing to Cape Town”. The notion
has become dominant largely because it is “conceptualized as a highly rational and cost-
effective win-win strategy to reduce waste and pollution levels” and reimagine and reuse
discarded materials as resources [32].

China is another major geopolitical player that has adopted comprehensive circular
economy policies. The country is among the first emerging economies to aim for peak
carbon emissions by 2030 and carbon neutrality by 2060, aligning with commitments for
sustainable development made by the EU, United Kingdom (UK), United States of America
(US), and others [33]. Despite geopolitical tensions and global competition, China and the
US have promised to intensify cooperation in combating climate change. Additionally,
China and the EU signed a memorandum of understanding and a comparable partnership
on cooperation in the circular economy. Moreover, in its transformation as a sustainable
economy, China has recorded the greatest success in reducing the number of people living
in poverty, being a country with strong and sustained economic growth [34]. All these
aspects point to China’s increasing focus on sustainability, particularly in the context of the
circular economy and combating climate change [33].

Since the circular economy could promote the development of new industries, create
new jobs, minimize greenhouse gas emissions, and improve the efficient use of natural
resources, its system has been recognized as a significant commercial opportunity. The
advancement of the circular economy has been adopted recently in the industrial sector.
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Thus, the textile industry and products with long use are some of the interesting examples
where these circular improvements can be observed. Australia, the USA, the Netherlands,
France, the UK, Denmark, Germany, Finland, France, Sweden, Norway, and China, along
with other advanced countries, have widely accepted and put into practice the circular
economy principles. Also, these countries have extensively researched the concept of the
circular economy, thus reaching the discovery of solutions and the latest innovations on
the idea of reuse and recovery [35]. The concept of the circular economy has emerged
as a potential solution to promote sustainability in the market and effectively address
environmental and socio-economic issues. To overcome these challenges, nations must shift
from linear economic models that follow the take–process–consume–throw away approach
to circular and sustainable economies [36].

Circular strategy research has become one of the most popular areas of research in
several disciplines and geographical regions, addressing issues such as conceptualization,
definition, determinants, measuring performance in terms of sustainability, etc. [37,38]. At
the same time, the specialists consider that the study of consumer behavior and the way
in which they make their consumption decisions does not receive enough attention, even
though consumers are “key actors in the circular loop”, their education being an antecedent
to their decision making and their behavior [39,40].

The structure of the circular economy must be seen as a sustainable foundation that
enhances economic growth by avoiding waste, conserving natural capital, managing
resource scarcity, recycling materials, maximizing energy efficiency, and recirculating
resources in the economy [36].

The loop economy or circular economy involves respecting three main basic ideas,
namely reduce, reuse, recycle, i.e., the 3R principles, which are found embedded in produc-
tion and consumption processes, the circulation flow model of the three principles being
very common for promoting ecological behavior among the population [41].

The first principle, popularly known as “Reduce”, refers to products that perform
several functions, to local shopping and simplified packaging, to avoiding unnecessary
roads, to encouraging transport through “green” alternatives, to saving energy or water by
cutting off the supply of these resources when they are not actually used, or to introducing
modern equipment for use and smart products that do not allow energy or water loss, all
this to reduce the total carbon footprint. The principle aims to minimize the input of raw
materials, energy, and waste by increasing efficiency in production and consumption by
simplifying or compacting everyday products. Reducing by design or abandoning the
original function for a new use makes products and manufacturing smarter [42].

Reuse refers to resources or components that can be used again for the purpose for
which they were created or for a near or new purpose. The principle refers to the reuse of a
product which is in good condition and fulfills the main function for which it was created
by other consumers, following a donation or purchase. Reuse aims to extend the life of a
product [43].

Recycling is part of the circular model and requires scrap materials to be collected
separately so that they can be processed in specialized facilities to obtain higher- or lower-
quality materials [44].

In the implementation of the circular economy and the 3R principles, consumer
awareness, consumption, and disposal behavior also help. For example, at the level of a
country, the decision of consumers not to repair a product or to store it in the household
represents a significant economic loss, and in the context of the circular economy, this
creates a significant barrier to extending the life of the product and recovering some raw
secondary resources [45].

The circular economy model will gain momentum once the use of recycled mate-
rials and the reuse of secondary material streams becomes common in most economic
systems [46]. There are many competing definitions of the circular economy, most of which
focus on economic prosperity and environmental quality, but the essence of the loop model
is to decouple economic development from the consumption of finite resources [47].
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All actions in a circular economy lead to sustainability; the circular approach con-
tributes to a development whereby meeting the needs of today’s consumers does not
jeopardize the satisfaction of the needs of generations who will be born and live in the
distant future [48]. The circular economy and sustainability sometimes go hand in hand,
but sometimes they do not. However, in relation to the Global Sustainability Goals (the
17 SDGs), the circular economy has a major impact on the following seven goals:

• Goal 6: Clean water and sanitation—Water recycling programs reduce the water footprint.
• Goal 7: Affordable and clean energy—Reuse and recycling reduce the energy con-

sumption of the supply chain.
• Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth—Refurbishing objects creates jobs, for

example, people with disabilities are also included in the workforce.
• Goal 9: Industry, innovation, and infrastructure—New business models and the design

concept “Cradle to Cradle” stimulate innovation.
• Goal 11: Sustainable cities and communities—Especially in developing economies,

waste management should develop circular solutions instead of conventional solutions
to waste potential resources.

• Goal 12: Responsible consumption and production—Circularity of waste, for example,
prevents marine litter from polluting the oceans.

• Goal 13: Climate action—The carbon footprint is reduced through reuse and recycling.

Practically, to meet these seven objectives by 2030, a very important role is played by
the circular economy model with major changes to be made in production and distribution
processes, but also in consumption patterns [49]. Circular business models are those
businesses that could provide solutions, including both products and services, that aim to
improve the circular economy and respond to resource scarcity, minimizing environmental
impact and producing short- and long-term economic benefits [50,51].

According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development guidelines
(2019) [52], circular business models can be classified into five classes, as follows:

I. Circular consumables—This business model consists of changing/replacing classi-
cal resources with bio resources or recycled materials and using renewable energy.

II. Resource recovery—The model supports the recovery of surplus materials, factory
scrap, and secondary raw materials from production activity and their processing
in industry cycles, either by the company that produces them or by competent third-
party firms. Once reintroduced into the loop in industry, recycled materials can lead
to products with a higher value (“upcycling”) or a lower value (“downcycling”).

III. Extending the life of products—These business models aim to keep resources
flowing if possible. A good example in this chapter includes businesses whose
products have a modular design; the parts of the product can be easily dismantled
and reassembled, without the intervention of other parts.

IV. Collaborative economy—This model is based on the connections that are formed
between those who are looking for services and those who can offer them. The
model is a phenomenon that has grown in the last decade by sharing goods, renting
goods such as dishes and decor for a short period, renting spaces for a short period,
ride sharing (“ridesharing”), working in common spaces (“coworking”), etc.

V. From product to service—In this model, the services associated with the physical
good are marketed rather than the good itself, eloquent examples for this model
being digitized books, movies, gym subscriptions, and so on. The circular economy
aims to promote a more sustainable way of life by reducing waste and promoting
resource reuse. It is important to note that the circular economy represents a
significant opportunity for businesses to reduce their environmental footprint while
generating economic benefits, thus incentivizing companies to move towards more
sustainable production and consumption models. However, the circular economy
also faces financial, organizational, infrastructural, and technological barriers, lack
of resources, etc. [53], as well as issues regarding community awareness and lack
of government support [54].
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By delving deeper into the development of the circular economy and its place within
the principles of sustainability at the business level, researchers can have the opportunity
to discover and provide valuable insights, as well as identify specific challenges and
opportunities in the Romanian market. Thus, the motivation behind writing this article
is to shed light on these insights and opportunities. Moreover, this knowledge can be
used in the development of personalized policies and strategies to encourage the adoption
of circular economy practices among Romanian businesses in the transition to a green,
climate-neutral economy. Ultimately, such research can contribute to sustainable economic
growth and the competitiveness of businesses in Romania, addressing at the same time
concerns related to the environment and the lack of resources. Therefore, these aspects
show the relevance of further research in promoting the development of enterprises based
on the principles of the circular economy.

So far, capitalist countries have been able to achieve their goal of sustainable de-
velopment by implementing strict environmental protection regulations, investment in
technology and modern industrialization, as well as global transfer based on market mech-
anisms and legal environments [55]. The circular economy is becoming the new normal
and changes in the social mindset are crucial, as well as changes in national legislations to
focus on maintaining existing resources in economic cycles whenever possible and at the
same time avoiding them becoming waste [56].

3. Materials and Methods

The business environment is one of the main pillars underlying the functioning of a
mechanism in which the use of resources is carried out in such a way as not to affect the
reserves of resources in the environment for current and future generations [29,41,54,57–59].
Thus, the main objective of the research is to identify the current stage in which the Romanian
business environment is positioned regarding the circular economy and the application of
practices for sustainable development.

As the literature on topics such as “linkage between circular economy and sustainabil-
ity” is scant compared to articles on just “sustainability” or on just “circular economy” [10],
the researchers opted for adopting a fundamental, theory-driven approach. When the
necessity of developing new concepts and revealing deep perspectives and meanings is
identified in the literature, this methodology is regarded to be the most appropriate, rather
than relying on previous theories [60]. The use of qualitative research methods to collect
primary data is required by the exploratory nature of the current study. In line with the sug-
gestions provided by Matthews and Ross, when social phenomena are under-examined in
immature study contexts, qualitative research is appropriate [61]. Also, in line with Anand
et al., qualitative studies are necessary because they help contextualize phenomena [62].

The researchers initiated the process by starting with inductive data, conducting simul-
taneous data collection and analysis, coding the data, establishing theoretical categories,
and validating these categories with additional data, as recommended [61]. The researchers
chose to follow Gioia’s methodology, with an inductive content analysis. Namely, three
main stages of Gioia’s methodology were completed (first-order analysis, second-order
coding, and aggregate dimensions). The inductive approach assumes these steps, organiz-
ing its reasoning starting from the particular to the general. This methodology was chosen
because it ensures the rigor and solidity of the study [63].

The qualitative research was carried out among specialists, and by asking questions
about general aspects of the circular economy, marketing, and customer engagement, we
tried to obtain information based on which to establish the general objectives and hy-
potheses of a quantitative research. For this study, the researchers claim that the interview
questions (Appendix A) answer the different aspects that they have identified in scien-
tifically exploring the circular economy approach and sustainable development for the
business sector.

The research of the topic took the form of in-depth interviews, which were based
on open questions on the topic of the circular economy and sustainable development,
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addressed to qualified staff from business levels in different fields, including specialists
such as marketing specialists, directors, and managers. Moving forward, this section is
structured in the following manner. In the first part, the empirical framework is detailed,
and then the processes developed for data collection are described. Finally, the way in
which the data were analyzed is illustrated.

3.1. Empirical Framework

The topic approached is a complex one and refers to the analysis of attitudes and
perceptions of specialists from various companies regarding the circular economy and
the use of the model for sustainable development. Identifying the opinions and positions
related to the circular economy and sustainability of business specialists is essential because
they can contribute to the development and implementation of effective practices and
policies in this area, influence companies’ decisions, and educate and raise awareness of
society in general.

For this study, the collection of data from business professionals located in Romania
was chosen for several underlying reasons. Firstly, the Romanian business landscape is
characterized by diversity in the private sector through different fields of activity, from
making ‘handmade’ products to offering complex services. Another underlying reason is
represented by the premises according to which the circular economy model in Romania
is at the beginning [12], with significant steps being taken at the national level towards
a circular economy [16]. Another reason is the fact that the authors proposed to carry
out the research to discover the perspectives from the specific context in Romania for
these targeted phenomena. First, with the help of one of the most popular Internet search
engines (https://www.google.com, accessed on 1 April 2023), the researchers identified
the websites of several for-profit organizations from Romania that are involved in circular
economy practices to contribute to sustainable development, using descriptions and similar
data for the circular economy and sustainability policies and actions according to the
scientific literature. The aim of this search was to address a request to receive an interview
in this realm of circularity and sustainability from each available enterprise’s expert.

After identifying more businesses to be interviewed, businesses which are from differ-
ent fields of activity and deal with these realms in different ways, the researchers processed
and used the e-mail addresses from the contact section of the website to contact the experts.
They sent a message personalized for each enterprise in addition to an invitation to partici-
pate in the study to competent, qualified staff who had experience in the realm of the topic.
In the e-mail, the purpose of the interview and the reasons for wanting to discuss the topic
were explained.

Unfortunately, the response rate to the dozens of invitation e-mails sent was very low.
Two weeks after sending the messages, only nine representatives from different cities of the
country expressed their intention to grant in-depth interviews, depending on their availability.
It should be stated that no financial incentives were used for interview participation.

Fortunately, the answers with the specialists’ approval came from businesses that
operate in different economic sectors. This aspect, along with territorial diversity, ensures
obtaining the most complete picture of the active ways in which the business level from
Romania can adopt the sustainable practices of the circular economy with the aim of meet-
ing various Sustainable Development Goals. The overall picture for the Romanian context
can be obtained because the criteria of territorial heterogeneity and sectoral heterogeneity
are respected.

3.2. Data Gathering

The method chosen by the researchers in this study is in-depth interviews among
experts from the business environment in the Romanian context [29,41,57–59]. This method
was established because it offers design flexibility so that researchers can modify the
interview schedule in a very short time so that the needs of the research are fulfilled, and the
participants contribute their answers to the research question and enhance understanding

https://www.google.com
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of the researched phenomenon [64]. It is based on questioning those competent, highly
qualified persons who have experience in the field of the topic being researched.

The in-depth personal interview method is one of the most effective ways of qualitative
research, as it gives researchers the opportunity to obtain detailed and complex information
regarding the perspectives and experiences of the subjects involved in the study. This
research method allows researchers to explore the topic in depth, gain relevant information,
and better understand the perspectives and opinions of the subjects studied [59].

The research was conducted between April and May 2023. The in-depth interviews
were conducted in person by a member of the research team and the dialogues took
place in Romanian. Due to the geographical positioning of some of those who accepted
the invitation to participate in the interview in relation to the location of the research
team, business professionals from certain cities close to the central region of Romania
represented the first interviews. Because, in the last two interviews, various answers
were received, like those of the previous interviewees in relation to the main topics, the
research team considered that they had reached data saturation. Although there are
opinions that, in qualitative research, saturation is no longer important and the adequacy
of sampling is not something relevant in qualitative studies, several valuable insights and
research potential were obtained. Three potential respondents expressed their intention
to participate in the interview at a distant date, citing that they had a busy schedule at
the moment. Consequently, given this context and the pressure of time, the researchers
continued with the data analysis for the obtained interview data.

All the businesses represented by the specialists in the research sample are from cities
in different counties of Romania, one business being even from the capital of Bucures, ti (the
country’s capital), Întorsura Buzăului (Covasna), Târgu Mures, (Mures, ), Bras, ov (Bras, ov),
Buzău (Buzău), and Ploies, ti (Prahova). Furthermore, as can be seen in Table 1, which
presents characterizations of the interviews themselves (number, type of participants, etc.),
the businesses that are part of the study sample operate in various economic sectors.

Table 1. Interviews characterizing.

Interviewee
Code Job Position Economic Sectors Company Profile Primary Location Interview Time

(min)

#I1 Financial Director Electro-IT Retail

Company that sells
electronics, home

appliances, IT
equipment, and

components

Bucures, ti 45

#I2 Marketing
Specialist Manufacturing

Company that
manufactures and

assembles PVC joinery
Întorsura Buzăului 60

#I3 Executive Director Cosmetics Retail
Company that sells

cosmetics and beauty
products

Târgu Mures, 60

#I4
Business

Development
Manager

Retail of
construction and

DIY materials

Distributor of auxiliary
materials for
constructions,

renovations, and
industry

Bras, ov 60

#I5 Assistant Manager Finance Sector

Company that offers
banking, insurance,
and other financial

services

Buzău 45

#I6 Store Manager Food Retail Sector Store selling consumer
goods Ploies, ti 45
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Regarding the structure of the sample, the six business subjects interviewed belong
to the following categories of specialists (the field of business activity is also specified):
financial director (company that sells electronics, home appliances, IT equipment, and com-
ponents); marketing specialist (PVC joinery manufacturing company); assistant manager
(company in the financial sector); executive director (company selling cosmetics and beauty
products); business development manager (construction and DIY company); store manager
(company selling consumer goods). The methodology of the present qualitative research
was based on interviewing six decision-makers within the business they work for.

Before starting full interviews, the researchers conducted two pilot studies with
founders of two non-profit associations focused on environmental education in Roma-
nia for narrowing the interview protocol and research focus. Following the interviews that
served as the pilot, the researchers made minor changes to the wording of the questions in
the interview guide.

Additionally, before interviewing, the participants were assured of complete anonymity
and asked for their consent. During the interview, explanations and clarifications were
provided where necessary. Moreover, additional documents were requested by members of
the research team (activity reports and other internal documents), and various documents
were closely consulted and publicly available on official websites to gather as much relevant
data as possible about them.

Researchers know that the bias in qualitative research is influenced by the instrument
used, based on the fact that the questions from a questionnaire or from an interview guide
have the role of guiding the answers of the interviewees. However, the interlocutors
recounted their experiences freely and had communicated the information they considered
appropriate, based on the interview guide used by researchers. Also, each interview
was conducted in a conversational and relaxed manner to encourage the interviewee to
share their opinions and ideas openly. During the research, the coordination of in-depth
interviews was carried out with the help of the interview guide (Appendix A), which was
structured on the following directions:

I. The current situation of knowledge and development of the circular economy
model among private companies in Romania.

II. The activity of private companies on the circular economy model.
III. Consumer behavior in the circular economy process.
IV. The perception of practicing circular economy to support and achieve sustain-

able development.
V. Forecasts on the implementation, support, and achievement of the circular economy.

The estimated duration for each interview is 45–60 min, and the discussion was audio-
recorded with the permission of the interviewees; the data collected from the interviews
were transcribed and then analyzed, using qualitative data analysis techniques, more
precisely thematic analysis, with the help of which common themes were established for
ideas, subjects, and patterns of meaning that come up repeatedly.

3.3. Analyzing the Data

At the beginning of data analysis, an overwhelming number of terms, categories of
words, and phrases appeared, and researchers began triangulating the data in line with
Gioia’s methodology [63]. Further, the researchers analyzed the data, going through three
stages: (i) first-order analysis, (ii) second-order coding, (iii) aggregate dimensions.

In the initial stage, those sentences from the answers of the specialists considered
capable of summarizing how businesses perceive, implement, and navigate the principles
of the circular economy for sustainable development were labelled. The reliability of
the data analysis was guaranteed by the fact that three of the researchers coded the data
separately and later the analyses were combined for forming open codes. According to
Lacoste et al., this technique contributes to reducing the bias of a single researcher involved
in the whole coding process [65].
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Next, in the second-order coding stage, the authors used constant comparison tech-
niques and used abduction in their approach, comparing the newly discovered data with
what they consulted from the previously published literature. They reached a final set of
themes through repeated cycles, matching data with theory [66]. In this way, the obtained
codes were informed by constructs from existing literature and thus emerging themes and
dimensions can be linked to previously published literature on the circular economy and
sustainability issues.

Finally, the researchers matched theoretically informed, second-order categories and
insights from the research. They reiterated this process and interpreted the items with
respect to the various responses to consider unpopular opinions, viewpoints, and perspec-
tives of business professionals, but potentially significant for the study.

For rigor in analyzing the data, the researchers always referred to the specialized
literature, moving back and forth between the specialized literature and the collected
qualitative data.

The general assumptions of qualitative in-depth interview research nominated by the
researchers are as follows:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Specialists at the company level have different levels of understanding and
awareness of the circular economy and sustainable development practices.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Adoption of circular economy principles and sustainable development practices
are influenced by reasons such as business culture, stakeholders’ pressure, and financial investment.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Perceptions of the circular economy and sustainable development practices
affect the adoption of these models within businesses and there may be differences in perceptions
between the business professionals interviewed.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The interviewed companies can be placed in at least one of the circular
business models considering the major changes they have implemented at the business level.

For the general hypotheses, the nomination was made by the authors based on several
reasons identified throughout the study, including varied educational qualifications and
experiences among specialists, industry differences, and legal requirements for H1; leader-
ship influence, external pressures, and the availability of financial resources for H2; cultural
and social factors, economic priorities, industry specificity, regulatory environment, and
resource availability for H3; the global trend in the transition towards sustainable devel-
opment, EU legislation and norms that promote the circular economy and sustainability,
competitive landscape, and consumer trends for H4.

Next, the data obtained in the individual interviews, which were semi-structured, will
be summarized and the general conclusions of the qualitative study will be drawn. These
conclusions will be presented in an abstract form since the researchers have maintained an
impartial position.

4. Results

To carry out this qualitative marketing research, several topics of discussion were
established that were addressed during the in-depth interviews. Each discussion topic
included a series of questions addressed to subjects from the selected sample. After
collecting the data, they were analyzed thematically using the content matrix method and
the results were presented for each discussion topic.

4.1. Understanding of Circular Economy Principles and Sustainable Development Practices

The current situation of knowledge and development of the circular economy model among
private companies in Romania

The first topic that was addressed in the qualitative research involved the brief de-
scription and evaluation of the main concepts and the current situation in Romania in
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terms of knowledge and development of the circular economy model and how sustain-
able development is seen. The topic aims to determine the degree of implementation of
sustainable practices specific to the circular economy at the business level in Romania for
understanding the current state and receiving valuable information on the extent to which
circular economy principles are perceived, adopted, and followed by businesses in the
country.

To the first question related to the current stage of development of actions carried
out in the field of the circular economy at the level of private businesses in Romania, all
specialists bring into discussion the incipient or transitional phase in which the business
environment from Romania is located. The answers that led to this general idea were the
multiple mentions made in various forms that essentially describe the same thing, mentions
like “stage still at the beginning” (#I1), “the first steps” (#I2), “they became aware” (#I2)
or “we act consciously” (#I4), “the stage...varies”(#I5), “early stage” (#I3), “upward trend”
(#I3), “transition period” (#I6).

Two of the specialists mentioned in their answers to this question the differences
that can exist between different types of businesses. The first specialist interviewed (#I1)
specified two categories of businesses, big players, and small players, and the situation in
which each is found. This one specified that a large part of the big players on the market,
who also have resources, have started to support the circular economy model through
various actions and have also allocated marketing budgets in this field, and about the small
players he declared that “they to work a lot on the actions they have to do” and that they
need funding.

Moreover, in another response, another specialist (#I2) also notes the financial impli-
cations here through the “high costs for adopting sustainable practices”. Continuing, the
second representative interviewed from the sample specified that there are businesses that
have already gained a certain experience in circular economy practices and businesses that
are still at the very beginning level, that of understanding and awareness of the model.

It should be noted that only one of the specialists discussed the current legislation
in the country in the field of the circular economy and recycling, most likely through the
perspective of the company’s field of activity, as he pointed out that:

“We are importers, . . . we are the first hand through that pass the products” and
“we can only dispose of the remains as we want”. (#I4)

He specified that there is a national law by which the business he represents is obliged
to pay taxes to the Ministry of Environment for all the packaging it puts on the market in
Romania because they have no way to recover the packaging from their field of activity
from their customers, exemplified by the packaging of a silicone cartridge. This expert
also specified the replacement of the conventional car fleet with electric vehicles and the
reuse of materials and scraps in the production process as actions practiced by various
companies in Romania in the field of the circular economy.

Regarding the question related to the concept of the circular economy within the
company they represent, all participants in the research believe that the circular process is
an opportunity for them; none of them perceive the model as negative and report in their
answers how they selectively collect their operational waste or waste from consumers. More
precisely, some of the subjects (#I1, #I2, #I3, #I6) answered that the plastic and cardboard
waste are baled with the help of special presses and then they reach specialized companies
that collect them, while another specialist (#I4) said that they as a company only fulfill their
duties at the payment level and that they do not have a very high power of influence on
the resource recovery process. One of the participants in the research (#I5) believes that
success in this area would depend on the involvement of the entire team in a company.

Some of those interviewed (#I1, #I2, #I3, #I6) stated that at the level of the businesses
they work for, objectives related to the adoption of the circular economy were established.
One of the specialists said that:
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“Our company has embraced this project for some time, we have also imposed
quantitative objectives, I think we are one of the biggest recyclers”. (#I1)

Another specialist (#I2) declared that with the help of the circular economy, they
fulfill the objective related to the elimination of residual waste. Concretely, the specialist
explained how, in the technical process of the company, there remains waste of a certain
size from each profile of the products and how this waste is handed over to a collecting
company, which treats it and transforms it again into raw material, and thus, the remains
are returned to the production process and no resources are lost on the manufacturing line.
On the one hand, the specialists (#I1, #I2, #I3) specified in their answers the commitment
that consumers can make through the circular economy to protect the environment and
resources and to what they will leave as a legacy for their descendants. One of the subjects
(#I1) mentioned the rewards program with discounts that customers who “want to splurge”
when purchasing a new product can be a part of. On the other hand, another expert said
that within the company:

“Recycling activities started precisely to attract consumers, especially the young
generation, educated in this field”. (#I3)

This expert also specified that the implementation of the recycling infrastructure was
carried out, among other things, with the role of bringing and attracting new customers to
the stores, because they do not condition the customers to bring to the collection points
only the packaging from the products sold by them, but any packaging that can be brought
that falls within the collection conditions, even if they are from competing brands.

Regarding Romania’s achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals, all respon-
dents believe that there is still work to be done, both in civil society, institutions, and at
the business level. To some extent, all respondents believe that Romania is still in the
process of progress. Some of the specialists (#I1, #I6) brought up illegal activities that are
still taking place in Romania, such as unauthorized waste storage in nature, uncontrolled
waste incineration for the recovery of different types of metal, and others.

Another subject from the interviews made a comparison of the amount of recycled
waste on the cosmetics market between Romania and Great Britain based on the information
he had from the reports inside the business on whose behalf he was discussing; he pointed
out the very large differences in volume between the two markets, even if we take into
account the fact that the population of the United Kingdom is approximately 3.5 times
larger than that of Romania, mentioning the following:

“In countries like the UK, the amount recycled in a month from the year 2022
was several tons, and in Romania we are only talking about a few tens of kilo-
grams”. (#I3)

This subject, along with two other interviewed specialists (#I2, #I5), admitted that
Romania’s position at the end of the ranking can be seen directly in the figures related to
this chapter, and another (#I4) brought up the new regulations and directives from “Prepare
for 55”, a package that will come from part of the Union until the end of 2023, with the
entire framework related to sustainability.

To the question “What is your opinion on sustainability within the business you
represent?”, all experts appreciated sustainability as an opportunity because new products,
ideas, services, or customers can appear through it at the company level.

One of all specialists (#I1) said that “Sustainability is a challenge, and every challenge
must create opportunities”, recalling that, in the business he is a part of, there are costs
within the entire infrastructure for the process of collecting customer wrecks, but he
assessed that they do this to invest in the future and that their customers appreciate their
actions. This one also exemplified in his answer the “Rabla Program for Home Appliances”,
found in their business as the “Buy Back Program” and stated that the representatives of
the Ministry of the Environment in Romania found a partner in their company, detailing
the fact that their business covers the program of collection and delivery waste of electrical
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and electronic equipment (known as “WEEE”) to recyclers all over through the year, while
the actions of the Ministry cover one or two months a year.

On the other hand, one of the respondents (#I4) considered that this can also be a
threat because it determines the increase in the competitiveness of companies on this side,
and the producers who will not be able to adapt to the new requirements as quickly as
possible will be removed from the market and will be replaced by other businesses. He
mentioned in his answer once again that sustainability can be a threat and argued this by
the fact that the process can bring with it other heavy processes at the level of declaration,
reporting, and documentation in the situation where everything would not be automated.

Another one (#I3) said that sustainability can also be received with a negative connota-
tion because the business he works for also collaborates with other companies that are not
engaged in this set of actions and that may still be testing animals (in countries where this
is still not prohibited) or they use a lot of packaging or plastic in production to decorate
their goods and scandals or accusations may arise as a result of statements related to the
sustainability of the brand itself and the association with the actions of business partners.

At the same time, one of the interviewees (#I5) said that sustainability brings more
financial stability, risk reduction, and increased employee involvement for the company he
works for, while another (#I3) said that sustainability brings “added value to the brand”,
arguing that the sustainability process in which they engage determines the growth of the
brand’s reputation in the eyes of customers because consumers would rather buy from a
company that has an inclination to do something to protect the environment and resources,
that is, from them, than make purchases from those who do not apply any measures in
this field.

A third subject (#I4) reported that according to the sustainability model, they are
trying to remove the use of conventional resources from the business and have installed
photovoltaic panels on the buildings to become autonomous from an energy point of view
and also stated that they have a strategy to replace the current car fleet with an electric one
or even a hydrogen fleet, “if hydrogen-based technology will be developed”.

At the level of the main reasons why businesses are forced to implement circular econ-
omy practices, in the opinion of the majority of respondents (#I2, #I3, #I4, #I5, #I6), general
reasons are identified as follows: the resources involved and their deficit, cost reduction,
the obligation, the legislation, and the regulations that appear in the field, the trends, the
interest of investors, the changes that appear among “sensitive” consumer preferences, and
much less, reasons related to future generations. One specialist mentioned that:

“It would be interesting to say that only taking care of the future of our children
and grandchildren”. (#I1)

He added that the reasons are different and that there will be gratifying results in
this field at the business level only if there is a strategy from state institutions, with smart
objectives, with increased targets from year to year and financial sanctions.

”If certain objectives are not met, companies must be directly obliged to pay
certain amounts depending on the field of activity”. (#I1)

One of the specialists (#I5) specified in his answer related to the main reasons for
adopting circular economy practices the fact that the message that is sent to others in this
area is a very important one, because through this message, the image of the business can
be improved or harmed.

The situation of knowledge and development of the circular economy model for sus-
tainable development varies slightly among private companies in Romania today. The lack
of regulatory and financial incentives, as well as the limited availability of circular economy
solutions, are some of the challenges facing private companies in Romania. However, there
is a growing interest in the circular economy model, an upward trend, and some companies
are starting to embrace its principles and explore new business opportunities.
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4.2. Integration of Circular Economy and Sustainable Development Principles in Business Models

The activity of private companies on the circular economy model
The reasons why this theme was established are to find out the strategic approaches to-

wards the circular economy system and achieving sustainable development at the business
level and to determine the opportunities that can be brought for the business environment
by combining the circular economy with specific marketing strategies. Moreover, this
topic allows the identification of the various ways in which the business environment can
include planning, decision making, and driving the necessary actions to transition towards
a sustainable and resource-efficient economy.

For the question “What are the biggest obstacles and/or opportunities in implementing
the main sustainability goals for the company you represent?” most of the respondents
(#I1, #I2, #I3, #I5, I6) considered it appropriate to report on the obstacles, but there are
also specialists (#I1, #I2, #I3, #I5) who, in addition to the obstacles, also brought up the
opportunities, and one of the subjects (#I4) appreciated that he could not comment on some
or others.

The expert who did not detail either the obstacles or the opportunities talked about
his recent visit to the European Parliament and that he cannot express whether what is
now being done voluntarily at the level of companies is good or if “it is in vain” and he
confessed that he is waiting for the end of 2023, when the complete legislation from the
EU, the “Prepare for 55” Package, will arrive. Based on the rules in the package, which
Romanian businesses will implicitly take over will be decided, as Romania is a member of
the Union, so they will also develop a strategy with current sustainability objectives.

For the opportunities side, respondents expressed their opinion on what they plan to
do or what they have already achieved in terms of sustainability goals, namely more of
them use energy from renewable resources and green energy.

At the same time, one of the experts (#I2) stated that on the innovation side, they focus
on optimizing production to save resources and use a software program that calculates the
use of raw materials and materials in such a way as to maintain losses on the production
line at a minimum. In addition, he also specified that they use the same accessories and
tools in several stages of production to benefit to the maximum.

Through these actions brought into discussion, they refer to Goal 7, established within
the United Nations Organization, “Affordable and clean energy”, Goal 9: “Industry, inno-
vation and infrastructure”, and Goal 12: “Responsible consumption and production”.

Regarding obstacles, most business professionals (#I1, #I3, #I5, #I6) mentioned the
financial side that must be involved in these efforts, and which does not have a very
attractive return in the short term, as well as the lack of education and awareness of
people in general. Two of the experts (#I1, #I2) mentioned that the introduction and use
of photovoltaic panels to cover their electricity needs involves high costs but represents a
long-term investment for them. They believed energy from renewable sources, such as solar
energy, is affected and decreases during the winter and thus the cold season represents an
obstacle to fulfilling one of the sustainability objectives.

Unexpectedly, one of the specialists (#I3) brought into the discussion a more difficult
obstacle to manage, namely the fact that at the level of their business, there is a segment of
premium customers, who buy branded and even luxury products, who want products with
valuable content, who are not concerned about recycled packaging, or who even want their
product not to have passed through the hands of others. This specialist also admitted as
another very important obstacle all the logistics (organization, transportation, management,
etc.) necessary for the implementation of the main sustainability objectives.

All the experts answered the question related to strategic approaches used to support
the circular economy model and sustainable development by saying that they integrated
the model by selling sustainable products. They said that either they have developed
sustainable products and sold them, or that they have collaborations with manufacturers
that make products with a longer useful life, with a reduced impact on the environment or
products from recycled or recyclable materials.
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For the sale of sustainable products, one of the participants claimed that:

“We make products with a long lifespan, which can be reused, repaired or recy-
cled [...] a sustainable product system, made from 100% recycled materials and
production residues”. (#I2)

Being a business in the production area, orientation towards adopting a product with
circular design is automatically easier.

The financial director who participated in the interview stated on behalf of the business
to which he belongs that they purchased equipment to reduce their electricity consumption
and that they ended up selling the products to their customers, and the “Buy Back Program”
is supported throughout the year and has already created trust with consumers for the
products and services sold by them.

As strategies used to support the circular economy model, most of the respondents
mention the programs that take place at the level of the companies they represent or provide
information about the collaborations they have in this area, some of the respondents being
representatives of companies that also intermediate imported products on the Romanian
market. Also, according to the interviewed executive director, they “encourage a more
efficient use of resources” in this approach, by selling certain services instead of goods, such
as offering cosmetics or make-up services instead of certain skincare or make-up products.
Two of the subjects (#I3, #I6) added in their answers that they are based on consumer
confidence in strategic decisions related to sustainable sales.

According to specialists, the differences between marketing based on the circular
economy and traditional marketing approaches consist of the following: trying to educate
and convince customers to opt for sustainable products, even if they may be more expensive
than consumer alternatives (the benefits are presented in the long term of sustainable
products, such as energy efficiency and low environmental impact, but also others), using
mainly digital and television communication channels and reducing the use of physical
materials, promoting the concept of sustainability, and creating an idea of greater awareness
among consumers. Another difference noticed by one of the specialists (#I3) consists in
the targeted market segment. The expert said that he noticed that the young and educated
generation tends to be more involved and to buy sustainable products.

To ensure that they are socially and ecologically responsible, most of the research sub-
jects said that they ensure transparency. They mentioned either that they have transparent
communication, or that they have transparent practices, or that they send messages to the
market and are transparent. They also claimed that they practice this communication so
that their clients make choices “in the knowledge of the cause” and because it has become
a trend for several years. Some also discussed the fact that they reduced the number of
printed materials to save the forests (#I1). Others have mentioned that they even intend to
obtain some certifications in this regard or that it is based on supervision by state institu-
tions or that they are involved in the promotion of recycling programs from the ministry in
the field in Romania (#I2).

The period of the COVID pandemic seems to have been a culminating moment from a
social point of view, and one of the interviewees (#I4) explained that during the pandemic,
they sent health messages to consumers.

Another interesting aspect in the answers analyzed is represented by the fact that one
of the specialists (#I4) stated that at the level of his company, there are collaborations with
suppliers “who present ethical and sustainable practices” and another specialist wanted to
specify that they do not necessarily take measures in the relationship with partners in this
chapter related to social and environmental responsibility (#I2). Another specialist (#I6)
discussed the training given to the employees on this issue, that they own a platform and
equipment, that the employees are trained, including in recycling, and that the employees
provide feedback for the courses they attend. In fact, two of the respondents (#I4, #I6),
people with decision-making power at the level of the companies, as mentioned earlier in
the study, still admitted in the answers given to this chapter of responsibility that some
measures are missing or still need to be improved or standardized.
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At the level of challenges, as the specialists said, they are at every step. First, most of
them stated that the marketing budgets that must be allocated for the circular economy are
a real challenge, and this is because the costs of the initial financial investments are very
high, and the results will be recorded over a very long period, the investments having a
low return in the short term.

Another answer that was often mentioned as a challenge was represented by con-
sumers’ reluctance or resistance to change. It should be noted that only one of the specialists
(#I2) brought up the research and availability of sustainable materials as a challenge, more
precisely the fact that apart from the higher costs of some sustainable components, they
must be available and be researched and tested scientifically before being used. Only
two of the respondents (#I3, #I5) specified how they approached these challenges, namely,
regarding consumer resistance, they tried to involve them in their efforts to protect nature
or appealed to education through “storytelling” to convince them. They are trying to grow
closer to consumers to cross these barriers.

All the specialists stated that it measures in a certain way the marketing efforts made
in the field of the circular economy. Most of those interviewed said that they receive and
monitor feedback from consumers and collect data from consumers through satisfaction
surveys. The answers given by most of the specialists also specified the measurement of the
customer acceptance rate, the number of products sold that have recycled or sustainable
materials in their components, as well as the number of products recycled through the
programs and initiatives they own. One of the specialists (#I2) mentioned that they even
monitor their number of followers and interactions on social networks.

To the question related to how circular economy marketing is integrated in the general
marketing efforts, all the experts at the company level declared that the two take place
together and that the integration comes automatically, naturally. In their answers, state-
ments were found that “there can be no separation between them, they are dependent”
(#I1), “they are measured as a whole” (#I1), “there is clearly a synergy” (#I3), “economic
marketing broadens the classic” (#I3), “the two go hand in hand in hand” (#I4), “marketing
based on the circular economy increases the horizon” (#I5), “the sale of sustainable prod-
ucts takes place together with classic sales” (#I2). All these expressions clearly illustrate
how interconnected the general marketing efforts are with those in the circular economy.
Two of the specialists (#I3, #I6) wanted to mention that this expansion of marketing to
promote sustainability helps to increase the clientele segment, one detailing (#I3) with an
example—if it is about a follower of an eco-friendly lifestyle in general and their business
is being promoted as having eco-friendly products, through Internet search engines, the
respective person will automatically receive recommendations for the company’s products
“fitting in the selection criteria of the respective consumer”, the changes being for them to
become a customer of the business.

Consumer behavior in the circular economy process
The topic that monitors consumer behavior aims to identify the inclusion of consumers

on the Romanian market in the steps related to the implementation of the circular economy
and the achievement of sustainability.

The importance of the consumer’s role in the circular economy process was a common
aspect for all research participants, describing in similar words the position occupied by
the consumer segment. They said that it is the most important, decisive, and primary role
in the circular economy process.

They put on the consumer the duty to recycle and reduce waste, practically bringing
into discussion two of the most important principles of the circular economy. Voluntary
or not, it is surprising that none of the specialist respondents mentioned the principle of
reuse from the circular economy in their answer. Moreover, none brought into discussion
the overproduction that occurs especially in certain more special periods of the year (Easter
Holidays, Christmas, New Year, and others) and the waste at the business level, determined
by this overproduction.
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Among the respondents, several (#I1, #I2, #I3, #I5) also appreciated that a close re-
lationship must be developed between consumers and the companies they represent, to
contribute together to the supply and demand that will be found on the market. Two
respondents (#I4, #I6) believe that tougher measures would also be needed for consumers
who deviate from ethical purchasing and consumption behavior.

At the level of the tactics used to involve consumers in their efforts, as an entity, in the
circular economy process, the respondents were divided into two camps: those (#I1, #I2,
#I3) who resorted to programs or vouchers for recycling in order to encourage consumers
to make these efforts in the field and those (#I4, #I5, #I6) who said that they were limited to
informing consumers on different online channels (website, social networks).

For most of the study participants (#I1, #I2, #I3, #I5, #I6), the online environment and
tools such as social networks were the most effective channels in delivering sustainable
products to customers. In addition to this channel, the specialists (#I4, #I3) also mentioned
the network of physical stores, because here the employees can offer consultancy and
emphasize the characteristics related to sustainability.

In the chapter related to the impact of awareness campaigns on Romanians due to the
lack of resources and sustainable development, some of the company representatives (#I1,
#I3, #I5, #I6) stated that to a small extent, they affect consumers. They stated that either
there is still a need to educate Romanian consumers, or that Romanians are in the process of
education. Based on the principle of Maslow’s pyramid of needs, some of the experts (#I2,
#I3, #I5) stated that such a campaign for environmental issues has a very small effect on
the citizens because, based on the most recent events (COVID pandemic, armed conflicts),
the Romanians’ resources are limited, the price of sustainable products remains high, and
most of the consumers are interested in ensuring their primary needs, from the base of the
pyramid, and not the higher ones, related to sustainability issues.

On the other hand, in the responses of the other specialist (#I6), it was found again
that the young population is interested and enthusiastic and embraces these initiatives,
specifically females. However, the specialists discussed that based on constant, consistent
efforts, and good communication on the part of all parties involved, the level of awareness
among Romanians will also improve.

When it comes to the question of what makes Romanians adopt the three principles
of the circular economy, “Reduce, Reuse, recycle”, in the view of all respondents, several
factors were identified, such as costs of resources and consumer goods (the most common),
coercive measures, and awareness of the negative impact of waste.

4.3. Influences on Adoption and Implementation of the Circular Economy and Sustainable
Development Practices within Businesses

The perception of practicing circular economy to support and achieve sustainable development
The fourth topic aimed to reveal from the perspective of professionals the examples

of good practices that can be taken as benchmarks or as inspirational sources for the
development of other similar initiatives at the level of businesses or local communities and
to find out the experiences gained in this field of sustainable practices specific to the circular
economy. Also, this topic aimed to identify the opportunities that the circular economy can
bring to businesses from Romania.

At the level of lessons learned, some specialists (#I1, #I2, #I3, #I6) believed that a
high concentration of resources in the form of time and money, as well as education of all
stakeholders and consistency, were needed to be able to collaborate in this area.

As good practices, one of the respondents (#I4) considered it appropriate that “we have
decreased the number of printed materials and started using electricity from renewable
energy”, another (#I2) mentioned that they integrated the principles of sustainable devel-
opment into the company’s management, constantly evaluating marketing efforts in terms
of the circular economy, integrated into the overall process of evaluating the company’s
marketing performance, and another (#I1) reported that today they register a large number
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for the quantity of products collected in the recycling program, but also for products with
sustainability characteristics, which they have for sale.

So overall, regarding practices, the opinions of specialists at the company level are
totally different. It is possible that the differences also result from the fact that they have
different sectors of activity.

Regarding increasing their contributions as a private company in the process of the
circular economy, some of the respondents (#I1, #I2, #I3) stated that they could add more
products with low energy consumption to their offer or implement something to save on
natural resources or that they could develop other recycling programs, but when it came to
these programs, they also wanted to specify the implementation costs and the low initial
profitability and the uncertainty of recognition from the customers. One of the managers
(#I4) who gave interviews mentioned that he would consider a recycling program at the
level of the business he runs only if he obtained external financing for it.

When asked about the impact of general marketing strategies and policies on the
practice of the circular economy, the subjects mentioned that through marketing campaigns,
information can be provided to clients to educate them, to encourage them to adopt the
three main principles of the circular economy, and that they can make promotions for
sustainable products.

In the subsection on new opportunities brought by the circular model, some of the
specialists (#I1, #I5) said that new products can be developed, another one said that they
could try to extend the duration of use or the life cycle of the products (#I2), and two other
experts (#I3, #I4) said that through this model, they can address new customer segments.
Moreover, also at the level of opportunities, some of the experts (#I1, #I2, #I3, #I6) said that
the implementation of the circular economy could bring cost savings in certain areas and
improve the image of a business.

Forecasts on the implementation, support, and achievement of the circular economy
The last topic aims to identify recommendations and changes for promoting and

accelerating the adoption of circular economy practices in the Romanian business context.
Regarding the advice that was requested from the interviewees for a start-up business,

the recommendations offered as answers are different. One of the experts (#I1) offered
advice on investing amounts “they can afford” in the field of the circular economy, this “to
be associated in time with the idea of a green, responsible brand”.

Another respondent (#I3) believes that integrating the principles of sustainable devel-
opment into the management of the company is a good recommendation when starting a
business. Another specialist (#I2) believed those who are now starting a business must first
consider an uninterrupted flow of resources and look for a balance based on the return of
certain resources to their business.

In the view of another respondent (#I4), there is even a philosophical phrase in the
form of advice, “to approach everything as a journey rather than a destination”. The rest
of the respondents appreciated as advice “Be patient, educate your employees” (#I5) or
“Strictly comply with the norms and laws in force” (#I6) by keeping a clear record of the
progress made and the measures implemented in order to be able to periodically compare
their results.

5. Discussion

The results demonstrate a great interest in the circular economy and sustainable
development practices [54] and the fact that processes are well-known among business
professionals, as these are frequently discussed and detailed in many answers. It can be
considered that many of them are familiar due to the fact that, at the level of the businesses
they represent, programs and waste collection initiatives have been implemented, or due
to the research and development of sustainable products that are required on the market
in the field in which they are active, as a result of either the legal or fiscal obligations that
already apply in the direction of pollution in some industries.
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Based on the results obtained from those discussed with the professionals during
the interviews and on the information checked in various official sources, the researchers
were able to delineate for each business what solutions they used to contribute to the
integration of the circular economy and sustainable development at the firm level. Further,
the researchers indicated the circular business models in which the interviewed companies
were matched, based on the five types of headline circular business models presented in
the literature review [52].

According to the theoretical section and the five classes identified, the researchers
were able to identify which sustainable actions were adopted by each interviewed business
and to which circular model from the main five categories they correspond to, moving back
and forth between the specialized literature and the collected qualitative data. All these
can be found in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Flow diagram of the circular activities of the interviewed firms. Authors’ data.

As can be seen in the previous figure, among the companies interviewed, the flow
of circular activities is most concentrated at the level of the “Circular Consumables” and
“Resources recovery” models, being a single activity related to the “From product to service”
model. The different colors differentiate each of the circular business models.

On the other hand, the “Extending the life of products” model was mentioned in
the in-depth interviews in an indirect way. Business representatives scored it either as an
attempt in the past, or as a sustainable solution implemented by those with whom they
collaborate in various areas of activity. Moreover, for the “Collaborative economy” model,
no solutions were identified among those interviewed. This aspect can be explained by
the nature of the activities of the interviewed companies, which do not correspond to the
concept of the sharing economy.

The authors organized the objectives, hypotheses, and key findings of the qualitative in-
depth interview marketing research on the circular economy and sustainable development
practices, offering a structured overview of the research outcomes (Figure 2).
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The results of the in-depth interviews highlight the need for an approach based
primarily on three main elements, education, technology, and finance, for the circular
economy to unlock sustainable business growth.

According to insights from specialists, these elements represent key components in
the process of adopting the circular economy to achieve sustainable development in the
context of Romania. The educational component must be oriented towards educating
consumers about what, how, and why to adopt a sustainable lifestyle, the technological
component must ensure the know-how and infrastructure necessary to carry out the activity
in a sustainable way, and the financing component must ensure fair opportunities for the
business environment to adapt to the requirements related to sustainable development.

From the analysis of the specialists’ answers, it appears that in the transition towards
truly sustainable development, the transition costs are not calculated. Most of the time,
they do not have the necessary resources in terms of suitable technologies or sources of
financing for them to respond to the demands of the market through the circular economy
system. To integrate the practices of the circular economy and the principles of sustainable
development at the level of their businesses, they need the support of appropriate gov-
ernment policies and financing for the specifics of their businesses, established in a strict
regulatory framework to overcome unfair competition.

The political decision-makers and the targeted state institutions should get involved
and contribute to a much greater extent in supporting the practices of the circular economy
by adopting effective and just policies and legislation, as these have the greatest force to
support the transition to the much-desired green economy [57,58].

The specialists participating in the research revealed that the underlying reasons for
adopting circular economy principles and sustainable development practices are repre-
sented by the mandatory decisions that come from the state apparatus, by the pressures
from those involved in environmental issues, but also the demand from consumers and the
scarcity of primary resources.

Following the analysis of the answers from the in-depth interviews given by business
professionals, several significant barriers were identified that they face in achieving circu-
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larity and sustainability, such as poor education and low interest of consumers in this field,
very large initial financial investments that must be allocated for an infrastructure suitable
for the circular model and for the development of new products that are sustainable, and
the lack of political will to be actively involved in the strict control of the way of implement-
ing the economy in the loop that can lead to the fulfilment of the assumed sustainability
objectives nationally [53,67,68]. However, among the experts, there are subjects who stated
that marketing budgets have been allocated to their businesses to encourage the circular
economy or that they have already developed a series of products and services in this field,
practically overcoming these barriers.

In addition, the specialists interviewed in this research appreciate the circular economy
as an opportunity in a business model [54], because through its mechanism, different types
of waste are collected and materials are returned to the circuit, and this leads to the recovery
of resources at the component level and savings. They are considerate that recycling systems
can be a challenge because now there is no one standard to ensure that the packs have the
best chance of being recycled. At the same time, the circular economy offers the opportunity
to create new products or services [69], and with its help, closer connections are created
with consumers through their involvement in this system of circularity of the waste.

6. Conclusions

One of the results obtained, like the results of other research, is the need for edu-
cation and awareness among consumers to implement the practices of the circular econ-
omy [70–74]. There are still many opportunities to increase their level of education and
involvement in the circular economy field, because this process requires changes in con-
sumer behavior [75].

The rational use of resources has begun to be practiced, using materials recycled,
especially in the production process, through using energy from renewable sources and
through the selective collection of the company’s own waste or consumers’ waste. More
exactly, the Reduce and Recycle principles are the most common basic principles of the
circular economy at the business level that were part of the research, with similar findings
to those of other researchers [76,77].

In the evaluation of the “state of fact” of the circular economy and sustainability at
the country level, experts, entrepreneurs, specialists, and those who have decision-making
power at the level of a business are the ones whose answers can bring clarity, and this
article highlights their point of view. Specialists at the company level are increasingly
aware of the impact of waste on the environment and want to take measures to reduce
this impact. Therefore, circular economy principles can be perceived as solutions to this
problem because these can help reduce waste and protect the environment.

Unlike other similar research disseminated scientifically [15,17], through this paper
and the research that was its basis, it was possible to establish how the circular economy
model has been embraced so far as a solution for sustainable development among the
business environment in Romania.

From the results of the research carried out, first, it was found that in the field of the
circular economy, there is a need to educate consumers for the mechanism of the circular
economy to work. Even if individuals have the intention to reduce their consumption of
different resources or to consume selectively, this intention will be in vain if they do not
receive a minimum of information in order to understand of all processes’ stages. Thus, a
first recommendation to the business environment can be formulated, namely the request
for educational programs or projects for citizens, from the competent institutions of the
state apparatus, to improve the level of education of Romanians vis-à-vis the circular
economy model.

Because of this result, a recommendation can also be formulated for the academic envi-
ronment. The recommendation requires the manifestation of a reaction from the academic
level and a much more pronounced involvement to change this result, for example, by
carrying out information caravans around the country to provide the citizens with the basic



Sustainability 2024, 16, 2031 23 of 28

information of the circular economy process. People are more receptive in our country
when they receive the information from some approved persons. Also, at the academic
level, they can resort to the organization of short visits to various points of interest, i.e., on
the spot, for students, regardless of specialization, to see what major impact their decisions
have on sustainability.

The lack of an infrastructure suitable for the circular economy model at the business
level represented another significant result of the research, this absence being caused either
by the very high initial investment costs, or by the very low profitability in the short
term. From here, another recommendation can be formulated for the representatives of the
business environment, more precisely, the request for financing or incentive measures from
the competent institutions of the country’s government to support the circular economy
model within businesses.

The subject related to the situation of the development of the circular economy in
Romania can be deepened, and the researchers in the field could submit a comprehensive
analysis regarding the introduction of new government policies in this research area or
regarding the recent introduction of the Guarantee–Return System (SGR) in Romania, both
at the level of specialists as well as at the level of final consumers, especially since this
deposit–refund system affects consumers’ finances.

On the part of the government, a closer collaboration with all interested parties on these
topics of circularity and sustainable development is necessary. Furthermore, a practical
recommendation can be provided for the government. This would involve the development
of a national governmental program, based on three orientation components in approaching
the principles of the circular economy for sustainable development. More precisely, the
program supported by the government should be based on the three key elements identified
through this research: education, technology, and financing. The educational component of
the program would aim for citizens to acquire much more knowledge regarding the topics
of circularity and sustainability and to apply them in everyday life. Also, this direction
could target the accountability of all parties involved, such as political decision-makers,
business representatives, NGO representatives, and consumers. The second component
related to technology could follow within the program, that is, the facilitation of access to
certain software applications and technologies. For example, pooling of these technological
tools could be required (for business cases, where feasible). Also, supporting the exchange
brings with it financial implications, so that financing directions should be established for
businesses that are adapted to the real needs of the Romanian market and that present clear
eligibility criteria to avoid unfair competition.

Additionally, the present study has some limitations. One of the first limitations of
qualitative individual in-depth interview marketing research is related to the researcher’s
uncertainty about the participants’ sincerity. This limitation is caused by the high sensitivity
of the research topic and the in-depth nature of the questions asked of the participants.
In addition, another important limitation of qualitative research is the impossibility of
extrapolating the results obtained to a larger sample or the general population, since
qualitative research focuses on deep understanding of a small number of subjects and not
on obtaining generalizable results.

This paper shows an analysis of the qualitative data from the answers of the inter-
viewed specialists, the analysis being carried out on the topics of discussion established
before the actual and effective research. A future direction of research can be represented by
the exploration of the social aspect, the third dimension of sustainability after environmen-
tal and economic aspects. Of course, the analysis can also have future research directions
represented by an even broader content analysis of the researched aspects or other aspects
related to the circular economy, such as measures to reduce carbon emissions, measures in
research and innovation, and others.
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Appendix A

Interview guide for in-depth individual interviews
The general theme of qualitative marketing research: “The perspectives, beliefs, and

understandings of specialists at the organizational level regarding the circular economy
and practicing the model for sustainable development”

I. The current situation of knowledge and development of the circular economy
model among private companies in Romania

1. What do you consider to be the current stage of development of the actions
carried out in the field of circular economy at the level of private businesses
in Romania?

2. How is the concept of circular economy perceived within the company
you represent?

3. What stage do you think Romania is at in terms of achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals, also considering the circular economy process?

4. What is your opinion on sustainability within your business?
5. What are, in your view, the main reasons why businesses need to implement

circular economy practices?

II. The activity of private companies on the circular economy model

6. What are the biggest obstacles and/or opportunities in implementing the
main sustainability goals for the company you represent?

7. What strategies do you use to support the circular economy model and/or
the sale of sustainable products/services?

8. How does circular economy marketing differ from traditional marketing
approaches?

9. What measures are you taking to ensure that circular economy marketing is
socially and environmentally responsible?

10. What challenges have you faced in circular economy marketing and how
have you addressed them?

11. How do you measure the success of your circular economy marketing efforts?
12. How do you ensure circular economy marketing is integrated with your

company’s other marketing efforts?

III. Consumer behaviour in the circular economy process

13. What do you see as the role of consumers in the circular economy process?
14. What tactics have you used to engage consumers in your circular economy

marketing efforts?
15. What channels do you think are most effective for placing sustainable prod-

ucts to customers?
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16. To what extent do you think awareness campaigns about resources and
sustainability influence Romanian consumers?

17. What do you think determines Romanians to adopt the three main principles
of circular economy: “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle”?

IV. The perception of circular economy practice to support and achieve sustainable
development

18. What have been the key lessons learned in circular economy marketing and
what best practices do you recommend?

19. How do you think you could increase your contribution as a private com-
pany to the circular economy process?

20. How do you think marketing policies and strategies can contribute to circu-
lar economy practice?

21. What new opportunities do you perceive regarding the implementation of
circular economy practices within your company?

V. Forecasts on the implementation, support, and achievement of the circular economy

22. What advice can you formulate, in the field of circular economy, for a
company that is just starting out?

23. What changes in the company’s business chain do you consider necessary
for the circular economy by 2030?

24. In what direction, sustainable or unsustainable, do you think the private
business environment in Romania is heading?

25. Please complete the sentence: The transition from a joint business to a
sustainable business in the same industry is characterized by...
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13. Škrinjarić, T. Empirical Assessment of the Circular Economy of Selected European Countries. J. Clean. Prod. 2020, 255, 120246.
[CrossRef]

14. Comisia Europeana. Raportul de T, ară Din 2023 Privind România; Comisia Europeana: Bruxelles, Brussels, 2023.
15. Dobre-Baron, O.; Nit,escu, A.; Nit,ă, D.; Mitran, C. Romania’s Perspectives on the Transition to the Circular Economy in an EU

Context. Sustainability 2022, 14, 5324. [CrossRef]
16. Topliceanu, L.; Puiu, P.G.; Drob, C.; Topliceanu, V.V. Analysis Regarding the Implementation of the Circular Economy in Romania.

Sustainability 2022, 15, 333. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2019.01.012
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16101789
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12187613
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12176744
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2021.110938
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12124831
https://doi.org/10.3390/en15031120
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14010022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2020.120246
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14095324
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15010333


Sustainability 2024, 16, 2031 26 of 28

17. Barna, C.; Zbuchea, A.; Stănescu, S.M. Social Economy Enterprises Contributing to the Circular Economy and the Green Transition
in Romania. CIRIEC-España Rev. Econ. Pública Soc. Coop. 2023, 107, 47–69. [CrossRef]

18. Nica, I.; Chirit,ă, N.; Delcea, C. Towards a Sustainable Future: Economic Cybernetics in Analyzing Romania’s Circular Economy.
Sustainability 2023, 15, 14433. [CrossRef]

19. Guvernul Romaniei. România Are Cea Mai Mică Rată de Circularitate Din UE, Dar Printr-Un Plan de Act, iune S, i o Strategie Nat, ională
Încearcă Să Dezvolte Economia Circulară Până La Un Impact Pozitiv de 1.43 Miliarde de Euro; Guvernul Romaniei: Bucuresti,
Romania, 2023.

20. World Bank. Atlas of Sustainable Development Goals 2017: From World Development Indicators; World Bank: Washington, DC,
USA, 2017.

21. Bradu, P.; Biswas, A.; Nair, C.; Sreevalsakumar, S.; Patil, M.; Kannampuzha, S.; Mukherjee, A.G.; Wanjari, U.R.; Renu, K.; Vellingiri,
B.; et al. Recent Advances in Green Technology and Industrial Revolution 4.0 for a Sustainable Future. Environ. Sci. Pollut. Res.
2022, 30, 124488–124519. [CrossRef]
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