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Abstract

Circular Economy (CE) is an emerging research phenomenon that has garnered significant attention in policy and research spheres in recent times. The evidence suggests that the adoption of CE involves a myriad of internal and external factors, including firm resources, organisational culture, leadership skills, environmental challenges, and government policies. Among these factors, leadership emerges as a crucial element in CE adoption and sustainable development. However, the existing literature lacks in-depth discussion on the specific role of leadership in CE adoption. To address this gap, this paper explores the intricate relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and CE adoption and proposes a conceptual model. Through a thorough examination of current research, we identify distinct competencies inherent in entrepreneurial leaders, such as risk-taking, innovativeness, and proactiveness, which play pivotal roles in fostering CE practices. The proposed conceptual model delineates how entrepreneurial leaders can effectively navigate the complexities of CE adoption. This model not only contributes to the theoretical discourse surrounding the intersection of entrepreneurial leadership and CE but also offers practical insights for organisations seeking to embrace sustainable practices and actively contribute to the circular economy paradigm.
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Introduction

The circular economy (CE) has emerged as a prominent research phenomenon in recent times. CE proposes a shift from the conventional linear economic model to a circular economic model, which focuses on a regenerative economic system to increase resource efficiency and minimise waste (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The concept of CE was originally derived from industrial ecology and environmental sustainability theories (Liu et al., 2018). CE emphasises resource reuse and design with the goals of maximising their utility, minimising environmental damage, and preserving resources for future generations (The Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013).

A growing cohort of scholars examined the notion of circular economy through diverse theoretical perspectives, advancing the conceptualizations of CE, such as the 3R principles: reduce, reuse, and recycle, and offering their application through the phases of action—take, create, distribute, use, and recover (Ormazabal et al., 2018). In line with this, further research indicates that the integration of CE within an organisation must adhere to the 6R principle—repairing, reducing, reusing, recycling, redesigning, and remodelling—to facilitate the conception, execution, and functioning of a CE system (Anastasiades et al., 2020).

Despite the considerable scholarly attention devoted to the theoretical dimensions of CE, a definitive resolution regarding its implementation in organisations has yet to be reached (Kişi, 2022). Several authors have identified various determinants that impact the implementation of CE within organisations (Kişi, 2022; Malik et al., 2022; Soni et al., 2023). These factors comprise technological and financial resources, proficient human capital, an efficient information system, and leadership skills (Ormazabal et al., 2018). It is generally acknowledged that leadership plays a significant role in influencing the adoption of the CE model throughout the transition from a linear to a circular business model (Bernon et al., 2018; Kişi, 2022). Nonetheless, the influence of leadership on the adoption of CE has received limited theoretical and empirical attention, notwithstanding the notable advancements that have been achieved in this field (Dey et al., 2020; Malik et al., 2022). 

The latest scholarly works have analysed various leadership styles and their impact on the adoption of CE (Cheffi et al., 2023; Kişi, 2022; Pitkänen et al., 2023; Saeed et al., 2023). However, there are conflicting viewpoints concerning the leadership style that is most appropriate for the execution and progression of CE (Kişi, 2022). Kişi (2022) asserts that collaborative leadership is most effective during the transition to CE. Cheffi et al. (2023) argued that an ethical leadership approach encourages the adoption of CE in SMEs. While Soni et al. (2023) believed that adaptive and distributed leadership is crucial in transitioning towards CE, Saeed et al. (2023) examined the dynamic leadership approach and its influence on circular economy planning and sustainable production development. Pitkänen et al. (2023) explored the role of environmental leadership in city circular economy transformation. 

Despite their significance in advancing CE literature, the existing literature has predominantly adopted a broad approach when investigating leadership and the adoption of CE, covering areas such as CE knowledge, customer awareness, government support, CE business models, funding, organisational culture, and employee competencies (Chowdhury et al., 2022; Malik et al., 2022; Moktadir et al., 2018). These studies lack a specific focus on leadership theories and their distinctive competencies in the adoption of CE practices (Soni et al., 2023). Most of the existing literature has focused on traditional leadership approaches.
Although widely recognised, traditional top-down leadership styles have faced criticism for their hierarchical approach and limited capacity for innovation and adaptability (Dóci et al., 2015; Sharifirad, 2013). As a result, several authors advocated for a dynamic and entrepreneurial leadership approach that can support the transition towards sustainable and circular economic systems (Ali et al., 2023; Kişi, 2022). CE is recognised as a complex phenomenon. To exploit entrepreneurial opportunities associated with CE models, leaders must be able to engage individuals and teams in identifying entrepreneurial prospects, innovative use of resources, and exploitation of business opportunities (Fontana and Musa, 2017; Gupta et al., 2004). 

Entrepreneurial leadership is crucial in identifying and seizing new business opportunities that align with the principles of sustainability and circularity (Darling et al., 2007). Transitioning CE requires proactive, risk-taking, and innovative leadership behaviour to ensure the efficient and innovative utilisation of existing resources. This leadership approach is flexible and promotes collaborative idea generation among team members to address intricate challenges and uncover innovative solutions (Ahmed and Harrison, 2021; Bagheri and Pihie, 2011; Gupta et al., 2004; Harrison et al., 2018). Despite its importance, there is insufficient theoretical and empirical support for understanding the connection between entrepreneurial leadership and CE adoption. To the best of our knowledge, no previous research has investigated the influence of entrepreneurial leadership and its competencies on promoting circular economy practices. We present a theoretical framework to comprehend the complex relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and circular economy initiatives. 

This study makes several contributions to the existing body of literature. Firstly, it adds to the growing body of literature on the impact of leadership styles on circular economy adoption, an area that has received limited scholarly attention (Soni et al., 2023). Specifically, the paper offers a nuanced understanding of implementing entrepreneurial leadership in CE adoption, a facet that has been notably understudied in environmental management research (Ali et al., 2023). While previous research has predominantly focused on relatively established leadership theories (Begum et al., 2021), this study introduces a theoretical framework that elucidates the emerging theory of entrepreneurial leadership and its competencies in driving CE, enhancing our comprehension of leadership styles and skills in the context of CE. Additionally, the research identifies core competencies required for leaders to adopt CE, thereby offering valuable insights for policy and practice in the implementation of CE across organisations.

This paper is structured as follows: First, we delve into the theoretical aspects of the circular economy and explore challenges in its adoption. Following that, we elucidate the role of leadership and its capabilities in CE adoption. Further, we establish a connection between entrepreneurial leadership competencies and driving CE adoption. Afterwards, we introduce a theoretical framework outlining the role of entrepreneurial leadership competencies in CE adoption. Lastly, we conclude the paper by summarising the key theoretical debates surrounding CE and leadership, identifying research gaps, and suggesting directions for future research.

Theoretical Framework
Circular Economy

In recent years, the notion of circular economy has attracted considerable attention from both scholars and practitioners. CE, which is also referred to as a ‘closed-loop economic system’, endeavours to transform the linear economic paradigm by shifting away from conventional production-consumption-waste business models towards a more sustainable production-consumption-reuse model (Foroozanfar et al., 2022; Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). The fundamental principle of CE is to establish a closed-loop economic system in which the utility of resources is optimised by reuse, repair, remanufacturing, and recycling—to reduce environmental waste and promote the development of a sustainable future (Murray et al., 2015). 

There are several CE models proposed by various researchers within the CE literature, such as the 3R principles: reduce, reuse, and recycle (Ormazabal et al., 2018); the 6R principle promotes sustainable practices, including waste reduction, resource conservation, product durability promotion, recycling, and energy recovery from non-recyclable waste (Jia et al., 2020). These frameworks are implemented through various strategies such as extraction, production, distribution, consumption, and recycling to achieve environmentally friendly and sustainable development goals (Rosa et al., 2020). Despite garnering an increasing academic attention, the concept of CE remains relatively elusive, with scholars conceptualising it from various perspectives (Bocken et al., 2018) such as “regenerative design” (Lyle, 1994), “performance economy” (Stahel, 2008), “cradle-to-cradle” (Braungart et al., 2007), and “industrial ecology” (Erkman, 1997). In addition, the researchers coined various related concepts to explain CE which include: bioeconomy, biomimicry, blue economy, carbon footprint reduction, closed loop, design out waste, end of life strategies, green (economy, manufacturing, supply chain), industrial symbiosis, life cycle assessment, circular flows, reverse logistics, and waste to value (e.g., Nobre and Tavares, 2021).

Despite significant strides in circular economy research, the concept grapples with various limitations, stemming from a lack of conceptual clarity, precise definitions, and theoretical models (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020; Geisendorf and Pietrulla, 2018). The Ellen MacArthur Foundation, a prominent advocate of CE, underscores the incorporation of various concepts into CE, including the blue economy, cradle-to-cradle, closed-loop supply chains, industrial ecology, reverse logistics, resource efficiency, low waste production, biomimicry, and sustainability. Despite these concepts sharing overlapping objectives, each has distinct characteristics (Geisendorf and Pietrulla, 2018) and application mechanisms. The absence of a precise framework defining the boundaries of these concepts and the requisite skills needed for their implementation within the CE adds to the complexity of the concept. As a result, there is a lack of a comprehensive definition for the concept of CE. Various researchers, practitioners, and government bodies have defined CE from diverse perspectives, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1 Circular Economy Definition
	Author (s)
	CE definition
	Key focus

	Ghisellini et al. (2018)
	“Circular economy (CE) as a new model of economic development promotes the maximum reuse/ recycling of materials, goods, and components to decrease waste generation to the largest possible extent. It aims to innovate the entire chain of production, consumption, distribution and recovery of materials and energy according to a cradle-to-cradle vision” 
	Resource efficiency, sustainable and innovative supply chain

	Kirchherr and van Santen, (2019)
	“An economic system that replaces the ‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, alternatively reusing, recycling, and recovering materials in production/distribution and consumption processes. It operates at the micro level (products, companies, consumers), meso level (ecoindustrial parks) and macro level (city, region, nation and beyond), with the aim to accomplish sustainable development, thus simultaneously creating environmental quality, economic prosperity, and social equity, to the benefit of current and future generations. It is enabled by novel business models and responsible consumers.” 
	Multilevel circularity of resources

	Bocken et al. (2016)
	“The circular approach contrasts with the traditional linear business model of production of take-make-use- dispose and an industrial system largely reliant on fossil fuels, because the aim of the business shifts from generating profits from selling artifacts, to generating profits from the flow of materials and products over time” 
	Sustainability

	Korhonen et al. (2017)
	“Circular economy is an economy constructed from societal production consumption systems that maximizes the service produced from the linear nature-society nature material and energy throughput flow. This is done by using cyclical materials flows, renewable energy sources and cascading1-type energy flows. Successful circular economy contributes to all the three dimensions of sustainable development. Circular economy limits the throughput flow to a level that nature tolerates and utilises ecosystem cycles in economic cycles by respecting their natural reproduction rates.”
	Circularity and sustainability

	Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2016)
	A circular economy is one that is restorative and regenerative by design and aims to keep products, components, and materials at their highest utility and value at all times, distinguishing between technical and biological cycles.” (EMF, 2016) 
	Regeneration and restoration of resources for optimal utility

	European Commission (2015)
	 “In a circular economy the value of products and materials is maintained for as long as possible; waste and resource use are minimised, and resources are kept within the economy when a product has reached the end of its life, to be used again and again to create further value” (European Commission, 2015).
	Sustainability and circularity of resources in product life cycle


Source: Authors

Navigating Challenges and Barriers in Circular Economy Adoption
		
Although the circular economy has captured significant attention within the academic community as a potential remedy for environmental concerns and organisational prosperity, there is a lack of comprehensive theoretical research examining its practical implementation and addressing associated challenges. Prior research has identified various internal and external obstacles and challenges that impede the adoption of CE by organisations of all sizes (Dey et al., 2020; Malik et al., 2022). External challenges encompass institutional and regulatory hurdles towards CE adoption, such as the allocation of research and development (R&D) to support CE innovation, market conditions, resource scarcity, customer demands, and pressures from stakeholders, NGOs, and government policies (Chowdhury et al., 2022; Dey et al., 2022; Murray et al., 2017). 

Additionally, regional environmental and sustainable development policies formulated by various government bodies, available institutional support, and funding were identified as crucial factors for CE adoption. Conversely, some researchers pointed out that internal obstacles to adopting the circular economy encompass insufficient financial backing, a scarcity of skilled personnel, technical expertise, and organizational cultural constraints (Rizos et al., 2016; Chowdhury et al., 2022; Soni et al., 2023). Organizational challenges related to innovation adoption, environmental consciousness, technological integration, and the associated expenses were recognised as significant internal hurdles confronted by organisations (Dey et al., 2022). More specifically, a crucial internal obstacle to CE adoption was identified as limited leadership capabilities in recognising the requirements for transitioning to CE and inspiring their team to embrace CE practices (Kişi, 2022; Soni et al., 2023; Tan et al., 2022). 

The following section will explore the significance of leadership in the process of transitioning towards a circular economy. 

Role of leadership in CE adoption 

A growing body of literature has delved into the circular economy and the factors influencing its adoption in diverse settings. Nevertheless, only a limited number of authors have investigated the influence of leadership in the transition to circular economy (Cheffi et al., 2023; Dey et al., 2020; Kişi, 2022; Malik et al., 2022; Pitkänen et al., 2023; Saeed et al., 2023). The literature underscores the crucial role of leadership skills in encouraging the adoption of CE practices across organizations in both developed and developing economies (Malik et al., 2022). However, despite advocating for the positive role of leadership in CE adoption, the existing literature fails to identify which leadership style and competencies are crucial in CE adoption (Chowdhury et al., 2022). 

While some studies have endeavoured to examine various leadership styles in the context of CE adoption (Cheffi et al., 2023; Dey et al., 2020; Kişi, 2022; Malik et al., 2022; Pitkänen et al., 2023; Saeed et al., 2023), however, these investigations exhibit limited perspective of the notion, including contextual constraints, an absence of clearly defined skills and capabilities essential for leaders in CE adoption, and a lack of a comprehensive theoretical framework elucidating how leaders contribute to fostering CE adoption. Moreover, most of these investigations employed conventional leadership styles to examine the adoption of circular economy, which has faced criticism for its inability to encourage innovation and implement circular economy practices effectively in dynamic business environments (Ahmed and Harrison et al., 2021; Ali et al., 2023; Bagheri and Pihie, 2011). These leadership approaches are inadequate for handling crisis situations and the complex phenomenon of the circular economy, which require unique leadership competencies to comprehend the dynamics of circular economy practices and capitalise on entrepreneurial opportunities through prudent risks and a proactive approach (Darling et al., 2007; Renko et al., 2015). 

Entrepreneurial leaders think and embrace adaptability, engage multiple stakeholders, and collaborate in identifying necessary knowledge, skills, and resources, fostering an environment conducive for innovative thinking, and formulating strategic objectives for the transition to a circular economy (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013; Gupta et al., 2004). The empirical evidence suggests that entrepreneurial leadership has a positive influence on organisational performance (Gupta et al., 2004; Harrison et al., 2018) and plays a crucial role in fostering innovation and solving complex organisational challenges (Clark and Harrison, 2017; Cogliser and Brigham, 2004). Despite these assertions, there is a lack of both theoretical and empirical evidence regarding how entrepreneurial leaders facilitate the adoption of circular economy practices (Kişi, 2022; Malik et al., 2022). The next section elaborates on the role of entrepreneurial leadership in CE adoption.


The Role of Entrepreneurial Leadership in Circular Economy Adoption

Entrepreneurial leadership (EL) is recognised as a distinct leadership style crucial for addressing complex organisational challenges in turbulent times (Clark and Harrison, 2017; Cogliser and Brigham, 2004). Despite gaining increased attention, entrepreneurial leadership as a theory is still complex and elusive (Harrison et al., 2018). The concept has been defined from diverse perspectives. According to Gupta et al. (2004), EL involves envisioning a team and gaining their commitment to achieving organisational vision, while Surie and Ashley (2008) emphasise EL’s vital role in identifying and exploiting business opportunities. Darling et al. (2007) defined EL as the process of influencing organisations and creating value for the firm through innovative resource utilisation and opportunity recognition.

The growing scholarship of entrepreneurial leadership led to the emergence of various theoretical perspectives, which include the convergence of leadership and entrepreneurship (Clark and Harrison, 2017; Cogliser and Brigham, 2004; Galloway et al., 2015), psychological perspective (Darling et al., 2007; Gupta et al., 2004), behavioural perspective (Gupta et al., 2004; Darling et al., 2007; Roomi and Harrison, 2011), skill perspective (Ahmed and Harrison, 2021; Bagheri and Pihie, 2011; Bagheri et al., 2013; Harrison et al., 2018; Freeman, 2014), and contextual perspective (Ahmed, 2024; Harrison, 2016; Schjoedt and Kraus, 2009). 

The scholars argue that entrepreneurial leadership is context-dependent phenomenon which requires a nuanced understanding of its contextual dependencies (Ahmed, 2024; Harrison, 2016; Harrison et al., 2018; Leitch et al., 2013). For instance, Ahmed (2024) and Harrison (2016) advocated the importance of contextual factors in shaping entrepreneurial leadership and its outcomes. Harrison et al. (2018) delved into organisational culture, learner attitudes, communication channels, and other contextual elements, illustrating their impact on entrepreneurial outcomes. While John (2006) proposed two overarching contexts that impact leadership effectiveness which encompasses broad environmental influences on leadership, and the discrete context, which focuses on specific situational variables affecting leadership processes. Ahmed (2024) identifies personal, business function, and contextual factors as pivotal determinants of entrepreneurial success, particularly within university-business incubators.
However, despite pervasive recognition of influence of context on leadership, Osburn (2002) contends that macro-level factors like the external environment and technological advancements remain underexplored in the realm of leadership literature. Expanding on this, Oc (2018) and Leitch et al. (2013) underscored the significance of cultural norms and societal expectations in shaping individuals’ perceptions of leadership processes and outcomes. Yet, despite these insights, there is a lack of empirical support regarding the direct impact of contextual and external factors on leadership processes and success. Thus, more research is required to gain a comprehensive understanding of contextual factors and their impact on leadership, particularly within an entrepreneurial environment.

Although these perspectives contribute significantly to the literature, they lack well-established frameworks and empirical validation, resulting in a deficiency in understanding entrepreneurial leadership from a holistic perspective (Roomi and Harrison, 2011). 

Moreover, some scholars have delineated entrepreneurial leadership into three fundamental dimensions, encompassing risk-taking, innovativeness, and proactiveness (Gupta et al., 2004; Lumpkin and Dess, 1996). The outlined dimensions characterise entrepreneurial leaders as individuals who foresee forthcoming challenges, engage in calculated risk-taking, and devise creative solutions to current problems to recognise and capitalise on business opportunities within a dynamic business environment (Darling et al., 2007; Gupta et al., 2004). Given these premises, we contend that for successful circular economy adoption, leaders must possess these three characteristics to optimise the organisational transition to CE (Soni et al., 2023). In the subsequent section, we elaborate on these dimensions of entrepreneurial leadership, providing more details and exemplifying them in the context of CE.

Risk-taking

Risk taking refers to entrepreneurial leaders’ willingness to absorb uncertain situation and accept the responsibly for the future (Chen, 2007). Entrepreneurial leaders are distinguished from traditional leaders by their capability of taking calculated risks in developing new businesses and sustaining existing ones (Ahmed and Harrison, 2021). Unlike traditional leaders, entrepreneurial leaders’ ability of taking risk enable them to foster innovation especially in uncertain environmental conditions (Leitch and Volery, 2017). They embrace a flexible and collaborative approach, instilling confidence in their team members to pursue innovative approaches in solving complex organisational challenges and exploit business opportunities (Renko et al., 2015).

Adopting CE principles across organisations and other green initiatives requires a leadership approach that is inclined to take risks. Due to the risky outcomes and long-term impact, firms adopting CE may face resistance (Bai et al., 2015). However, organisations with entrepreneurial leadership comprehend the need for sustainable innovation and, therefore, are more inclined to take risks and absorb uncertainty while exploring other rewarding entrepreneurial prospects that give their firms strategic direction to remain sustainable (Gupta et al., 2004; Leitch and Volery, 2017). Firms with entrepreneurial leaders as top management are more prone to taking ecological matters as opportunities rather than recognising them as risks (Sharma, 2000). Entrepreneurial leaders with a bold opportunity-focused approach adopt innovative and creative strategies that drive sustainable innovation to remain competitive. Entrepreneurial leaders are more vigilant than traditional leaders, have potential knowledge-based resources, and can better respond to external environmental contingencies (Chen, 2007; Gupta et al., 2004). These characteristics enable entrepreneurial leaders to assess market dynamics, consumers’ needs, and competitor strategies and enable them to be receptive to green innovation and adopt CE practices (Ali et al., 2023; Liao, 2018). 

The literature extensively documents the role of risk-taking inclination among entrepreneurial leaders in propelling sustainable change and the adoption of a circular economy model. For instance, Terra Cycle's founder, Tom Szaky, disrupted waste management by introducing recycling solutions for traditionally unrecyclable waste streams. Tom found traditionally hard plastics, such as cigarette butts and coffee pods, challenging for the environment. Thus introduced an innovative plastic waste management system that enabled the firm to achieve competitive advantage (Leslie, 2022).
One notable example of a SME embracing circular economy practices in production is Toast Ale – a UK-based brewing company. Recognising the challenge of food waste, Toast Ale creatively use surplus bread to brew beers, effectively reducing food wastage. This innovative business model not only addresses environmental concerns i.e., carbon emission and food waste but also contributes to raising awareness about the issue (Marquis, 2022).Top of Form

Bottom of Form

Innovativeness

Innovativeness is entrepreneurial leaders’ capability of adopting creative strategies in identifying and exploiting opportunities, using resources innovatively, and finding innovative solutions to challenges (Bagheri and Pihie, 2011; Bagheri and Harrison, 2020; Chen, 2007; Gupta et al., 2004; Okudan and Rzasa, 2006). Entrepreneurial leaders distinguish themselves from conventional leaders by possessing essential creative abilities that allow them to think and act in an innovative manner, resulting in the generation of new business ideas and the creation of value for their organisations (Surie and Ashley, 2008). The evidence suggest that entrepreneurial leaders inspire others and foster innovative work behaviour through effective communication, opportunity identification, and sharing a vision for future to sustain their organisations (Bagheri and Akbari, 2018; Gupta et al., 2004). This form of leadership stands out from other conventional leadership styles because of its capacity to consistently pursue opportunities, demonstrate innovation, and adapt to environmental circumstances. Consequently, this empowers them to effectively manage, distribute, and implement resources to pursue entrepreneurial pursuits in line with firm’s strategic goals (Fontana and Musa, 2017).

The innovative characteristics of entrepreneurial leaders are of paramount importance for launching green initiatives (Ali et al., 2023) and adopting CE models. Entrepreneurial leaders inspire their teams to pursue future opportunities by guiding them towards the organisation’s long-term goals, ensuring their dedication to achieving strategic value creation through visionary scenarios (Chen, 2007; Gupta et al., 2004). The potential for a circular economy often stems from environmental challenges presented by industries and societies. Olio, a UK-based start-up, has developed a mobile application – to address the critical issue of food waste and its environmental impact. This innovative platform enables local community to share surplus food and other items that would otherwise go to waste. By connecting local individuals and businesses, Olio facilitates the redistribution of excess goods, thereby reducing waste and promoting sustainability. This example reflects how entrepreneurial leaders perceive challenges as opportunities, engaging their teams to devise innovative solutions for prevailing environmental issues. This transformative process turns challenges into entrepreneurial opportunities (Darling et al., 2007). 

The recent literature underscores the significance of leadership and top management as crucial success factors for CE implementation in the organisation (Ali et al., 2023; Soni et al., 2023). Yet, conventional hierarchical leadership methods received criticism for their ineffectiveness in promoting innovation and nurturing sustainable development initiatives (Rosing et al., 2011). Transformational leadership, for instance, is criticised for its lack of innovation-driven and opportunity-recognition capabilities (Sharifirad, 2013). Similarly, collaborative leadership, while facilitating participative planning, resource sharing, and teamwork, may not be effective in leading innovation-led initiatives without entrepreneurial leadership capabilities. Entrepreneurial leaders lead by example and serve as role models for their followers and engaged in value creation for the firm (Harrison et al., 2018; Hammond et al., 2021). 

Entrepreneurial leaders can support CE adoption in several ways. For instance, they are creative thinkers who can identify opportunities, promote sustainable practices, encourage a culture of innovation, adopt technological solutions, and a flexible approach to adapt the evolving regulatory landscape (Putsom et al., 2019). They think out of the box, thereby identifying innovative ways to reduce waste, recycle materials, and design sustainable product ideas (Ali et al., 2023; Bagheri and Akbari, 2020). In addition, entrepreneurial leaders also support organisation-wide creative processes that foster a culture of experimentation and creative problem solving in a dynamic business environment (Ahmed and Harrison, 2021; Chen, 2007). Therefore, it can be contended that an entrepreneurial leadership style, characterised by fostering team innovation to identify and exploit business opportunities in a complex environment, is well-suited for the adoption of the circular economy across organisations (Cai et al., 2019; Renko et al., 2015).

Proactiveness

Entrepreneurial leaders, characterised by proactiveness, exhibit qualities that involve actively shaping and directing the future rather than merely reacting to its consequences. These attributes empower them to proficiently manage, lead, envision, and create value for their businesses (Bagheri and Pihie, 2011; Fuller and Marler 2009). Proactiveness play a crucial role for creating sustainable organisations. Entrepreneurial leaders anticipate forthcoming business challenges, identify, and exploit emerging business prospects and adapt their action accordingly (Kuratko et al. 2007; Okudan and Rzasa 2006). 

Leading green ecological initiatives require top management and leaders of the organisations to sense the dynamics of current and future environmental challenges and their impact on the organisations (Ali et al., 2023). Hence, entrepreneurial leadership characterised by a proactive stance not only evaluates the environmental consequences of organisational waste but also takes an active role in discovering innovative solutions, such as reusing existing resources to achieve efficient production to minimise harm to the environment (Darling et al., 2007). These characteristics enable entrepreneurial leaders to succeed in launching new businesses and sustaining existing ones through creativity, commitment to the vision, and entrepreneurial motivation, thereby transitioning effective change in their organisations (Gupta et al., 2004; Kickul and Gundry 2002).  Entrepreneurial leaders not only assess future business prospects and create value for their firms; they also foster collaborative learning and engage their team in learning activities to develop their creative skills to capitalise on business prospects and cope with challenges that emerge from crises and turbulent business environments (Cope and Watts 2000).

The adoption of a circular economy is considered a resource-intensive, risky, and uncertain strategy (Berrone et al., 2013). Entrepreneurial leadership is more compatible with CE as it involves guiding and influencing followers to achieve corporate goals, identifying and exploiting business opportunities, and being more flexible in adopting CE initiatives across organisations (Nor-Aishah et al., 2020). According to Kuratko and Hornsby (1996), developing entrepreneurial leadership in organisations is crucial for formulating and implementing sustainable strategic plans and maintaining the competitiveness of the organisations.  

Entrepreneurial leaders identify market opportunities by monitoring technological advancements, understanding regulatory frameworks, and fostering collaboration. They achieve sustainable development by strategically allocating resources and establishing cross-functional teams. For instance, IKEA’s commitment to sustainability in their supply chain and reforestation sustainability agenda 2030 reflect the proactive actions of its entrepreneurial leaders (UNECE, 2018). This forward-thinking approach produces favourable results for the company in the long term. Entrepreneurial leaders promote proactiveness by stimulating innovation, providing resources and training, and encouraging proactive conduct from their team towards opportunities (Chen, 2007). They exhibit a strategic orientation, strong communication skills, and a mindset focused on learning. These attributes contribute to the acceleration of the transition towards a more sustainable and circular future (Ali et al., 2023; Fontana and Musa, 2017). Thus, it could be argued that entrepreneurial leaders can have a better proactive response to environmental opportunities and adopt CE more efficiently as compared to other leadership styles (Surie and Ashley, 2008; Argon-Correa et al., 2008).

Entrepreneurial Leadership and Circular Economy Adoption: A Conceptual Framework

The purpose of this conceptual paper is to explore the role of entrepreneurial leadership in adopting CE. The paper proposes a conceptual model on the role of entrepreneurial leadership in driving CE in organisations, underpinned input-process-output method. As shown in Figure 1, the model encompasses input (entrepreneurial leadership competencies), process (developing CE business models, orchestrating resources, and implementing CE strategies), and output (resource efficiency, CE adoption, and firm performance).

The adoption of CE is recognised as a complex process influenced by various contextual, organizational, and environmental factors such as organizational culture, financial constraints, limited technical expertise, inadequate leadership skills, and environmental policies, as well as the organization’s perception towards change, risk aversion, and innovation (Soni et al., 2023; Tan et al., 2022). The existing literature underscores that transitioning towards CE requires multilevel adaptation and rethinking of existing processes within the organisation (Ritzen and Sandstrom, 2017). This adaptation occurs at the firm level, involving aspects such as purpose and structure, shared values, and beliefs; at the functional level, encompassing processes and systems; and at the individual level, including individual values, beliefs, and motivations (Bertassini et al., 2021).

Leadership is recognised as a crucial driver of CE adoption across organisations (Ali et al., 2023; Cheffi et al., 2023; Malik et al., 2022; Soni et al., 2023). Although top-down leadership is considered significant, several researchers contend that it may not be appropriate for adapting to environmental concerns and implementing circular economy practices, which require a flexible, collaborative, and innovative approach to respond environmental contingencies and drive effective change in the organisation (Davenport and Mattson, 2018; Kişi, 2022; Otter and Paxton, 2017). Several studies emphasise that CE adoption is a complex and risky process, placing leadership at its core (Dey et al., 2020; Katz-Gerro and López Sintas, 2019; Malik et al., 2022). Specifically, leadership competencies are recognised as crucial for identifying and exploiting business opportunities in uncertain environments (Chen, 2007; Malik et al., 2022) and transitioning CE (Bligh et al., 2011; Hammond et al., 2021; Soni et al., 2023). Leadership is not only essential for addressing complex environmental challenges but also crucial for stimulating team creativity to achieve sustainable development goals (De Jong and den Hartog, 2010; Kişi, 2022; Koryak et al., 2015). 
The current body of literature crucially acknowledges that entrepreneurial leadership serves as a catalyst for instigating sustainable transformations. This acknowledgement is based on its ability to motivate followers and cultivate innovative work behaviour, resulting in the identification and exploitation of opportunities, improved innovation capabilities within the firm, and the achievement of sustainable growth (De Jong and den Hartog, 2010; Koryak et al., 2015).
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Figure 1 Entrepreneurial Leadership and Circular Economy Adoption: A Conceptual Framework


Entrepreneurial leaders, distinguished by their risk-taking, innovativeness, and proactiveness, face the challenge of overcoming resistance to change during the transition to a circular economy (Gupta et al., 2004; Lumpkin and Dess, 1996). This process necessitates leaders with unique competencies to modify production systems, incorporating closed-loop mechanisms, and reduce waste by reuse and remanufacturing measures (Dey et al., 2020). Given the risky and complex nature of CE initiatives, an entrepreneurial leadership style is instrumental in adopting novel business models (Guerra and Leite, 2021). Successful CE adoption requires leaders capable of decisive decision-making and risk absorption in an unpredictable environment. Entrepreneurial leaders, with a calculated approach to risk-taking, can identify and exploit environmental opportunities, thereby creating value for their organisations (Ahmed and Harrison, 2021; Chen, 2007; Darling et al., 2007; Surie and Ashley, 2008). These strategic decision-making positions entrepreneurial leaders as role models who inspires followers and stimulates their creative potential to address complex organisational challenges, playing a pivotal role in fostering CE awareness and adoption (Swiercz and Lydon, 2002; Freeman and Siegfried Jr., 2015).

Entrepreneurial leaders, recognised for their creativity and innovation, demonstrate an ability to think beyond conventional solutions when addressing organisational challenges. This aptitude is particularly valuable in the context of CE initiatives, characterised by their unpredictable and complex nature. Leaders with innovative and creative skills are better positioned to navigate the challenges associated with CE adoption through strategic decision-making, effective communication, and clear goal articulation (Friedrich et al., 2016; Jones and Crompton, 2009; Timmons et al., 2004). 

The conceptual model presented in this study asserts that entrepreneurial leaders, marked by their flexibility, creativity, risk-taking, and proactive approach, play a pivotal role in CE adoption (Timmons et al., 2004; Gupta et al., 2004). These skills empower entrepreneurial leaders to formulate CE strategies, allocate resources, and implement them within various organisational contexts. Entrepreneurial leaders can achieve these objectives by developing a creative culture within the organisation, encouraging their teams to find inventive solutions to existing challenges and explore future business prospects (Ahmed and Harrison, 2021; Chen, 2007; Lumpkin and Dess, 1996; Timmons et al., 2004). Entrepreneurial leaders can attain CE goals through strategic decision-making amid uncertainties, fostering commitment among team members, encouraging team creativity, and taking calculated risks to realise their entrepreneurial vision (Gupta et al., 2004). These decisions are instrumental in the development of sustainable business models (Damanpour, 1991). The outcomes of this model indicate that entrepreneurial leaders, possessing unique skills and fostering collaborative team efforts, significantly contribute to the successful formulation and implementation of circular economy goals. This, in turn, leads to positive environmental impact and enhances firms’ financial performance (Ali et al., 2023; Kişi, 2022).

Discussion

This paper aimed to investigate the role of entrepreneurial leadership in the adoption of circular economy practices, building on prior research (Malik et al., 2022; Moktadir et al., 2020). It critically evaluates various leadership styles and advocates for the effectiveness of entrepreneurial leadership in driving sustainable CE practices within organisations. Drawing on existing literature pertinent to leadership and CE adoption, we propose a conceptual framework that underscore role of entrepreneurial leadership and its competencies in driving CE adoption in the organisation. As such, this is a pioneering model that integrates CE adoption with entrepreneurial leadership.

The model suggests that entrepreneurial leaders contribute to CE practices and organisational value through distinct approaches. Firstly, they exhibit substantial risk-taking skills and make bold decisions in uncertain environments, enhancing the likelihood of sustainable practices. This involves engaging their teams in creative problem-solving activities and developing skills for remanufacturing, reusing, and recycling production mechanisms (Sawe et al., 2021; Malik et al., 2022). This validate the Soni et al. (2023) assertions that risk aversion is recognised a key hinderance in CE adoption requiring sufficient risk-taking skills from the leaders. Secondly, entrepreneurial leaders adopt flexible, collaborative, and communicative behaviour when leading complex change like CE. Leaders’ collaborative efforts are highlighted in the literature as yielding better outcomes due to the complex nature of CE adoption (Moktadir et al., 2020; Soni et al., 2023; Harrison et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, entrepreneurial leaders leverage their creative skills and unorthodox thinking to assess existing business prospects and anticipate future challenges. This approach enables them to identify and exploit business opportunities in a turbulent business environment, a crucial aspect for capitalising on CE initiatives. Top leaders play a pivotal role in promoting team creativity and innovative work behaviour, generating ideas, capitalising on entrepreneurial prospects, and creating value for firms (Ali et al., 2023; Gupta et al., 2004; Chen, 2007; Leitch and Volery, 2017). These views are supported in the literature. According to Malik et al., (2022), adopting innovative business models require specific leadership competencies. 

Lastly, the implementation of CE initiatives necessitates that leaders possess the capacity to anticipate future developments and provide their subordinates with a vision of the strategic choices necessary to achieve the objectives (Chen, 2007; Fontana and Musa, 2017). As the concept of CE is relatively new, organisations engaged in entrepreneurial activities across borders must assess the impact of their decisions, aligning their entrepreneurial activities to derive optimal benefits from the evolving business environment (Nor-Aishah et al., 2020; Rueda-Manzanares et al., 2008; Fontana and Musa, 2017). 

Circular economy poses various challenges across the innovation and investment spectrum, production, secondary raw material use, consumption, and waste management (Soni et al., 2023). Implementing CE in organisations necessitates effective collaboration, proactiveness, and teamwork among diverse stakeholders (Lei and Yi, 2004). The coordination effort among these stakeholders demands leadership that is both effective and entrepreneurial, characterised by a willingness to take risks, support innovation, and proactively respond to environmental changes (Koryak et al., 2015; Leitch and Volery, 2017). Fostering entrepreneurial leadership is essential for cultivating a creative workforce and promoting team innovation to address intricate environmental challenges, thereby gaining a competitive edge (Cai et al., 2019; De Smet et al., 2018). 

This paper makes a significant contribution to both knowledge and practice in several ways. Firstly, it adds to the existing literature on circular economy (CE) and leadership, a field that has received limited theoretical and empirical attention (Soni et al., 2023). While a few researchers have explored the relationship between CE and leadership (Carreiro and Oliveira, 2019; Soni et al., 2023, Kişi, 2022; Saeed et al., 2023), their findings are contextual and limited, lacking comprehensive theoretical frameworks that holistically address the role of leadership in CE adoption. 
This study identifies key competencies that entrepreneurial leaders can employ to promote CE practices across diverse settings, offering a precise and practical approach to achieving sustainable development and CE adoption in the organisation. While these entrepreneurial leadership competencies have been discussed in existing literature (Ahmed and Harrison, 2021; Bagheri and Pihie, 2011; Bagheri et al., 2013; Harrison et al., 2018; Lumpkin and Dess, 1996; Swiercz and Lydon, 2002), this study is ground-breaking in establishing a link between entrepreneurial leadership competencies and their impact on CE adoption. 

Thirdly, the paper proposes a conceptual framework outlining the role of entrepreneurial leadership and its outcomes, providing a nuanced understanding of leadership factors, their strategies, and the resulting CE practices. Beyond its theoretical contributions, the proposed model has implications for policy and practice. Organisations and government institutions striving to achieve sustainable development goals can use these assertions as guidelines for developing leadership styles, competencies, and strategies in restructuring their CE models to attain sustainable CE goals. Despite its novel contributions, it is essential to acknowledge the limitations of the theoretical framework outlined in this study. For instance, the model specifically focuses on the entrepreneurial leadership style as an antecedent to CE without delving into the roles of government policies, institutional culture, and contextual factors that impact the effectiveness of entrepreneurial leadership, which were not thoroughly discussed. Future studies could integrate these elements and develop a multilevel model on the effectiveness of entrepreneurial leadership in CE adoption. Additionally, the proposed model is based on theoretical analysis, validating it through quantitative and qualitative data could provide a deeper understanding of the phenomenon.


Conclusion

The concept of circular economy is complex, and its implementation is influenced by various internal and external factors. Leadership plays a pivotal role in recognising the needs of CE, formulating strategies, and executing CE initiatives. Traditional linear models of leadership have proven inadequate for driving innovative changes and addressing complex organisational challenges during turbulent times. Consequently, an entrepreneurial leadership style is widely acknowledged as crucial for fostering sustainable innovation and embracing CE practices. 

Therefore, to the best of our knowledge, this paper is the first to explore the intersection of entrepreneurial leadership and CE adoption, making a novel contribution to the literature. We proposed a model outlining the role of entrepreneurial leaders in CE adoption, grounded in input, process, and output dimensions. The model posits that entrepreneurial leaders, characterised by risk-taking, innovativeness, and proactiveness, play a crucial role in driving sustainable change and fostering CE adoption within organisations.
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