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Abstract

The crucial role of Circular Economy Business Models (CEBMs) in mitigating
environmental degradation and decoupling economic growth from material use
has been globally recognized in the literature across every economic sector.
However, while the environmental benefits of Circular Economy (CE) are well-
documented, its social value has only recently begun to receive scholarly
attention. Indeed, how organizations with a circular business model and an
integrated social mission minimize negative environmental impacts while
amplifying positive social outcomes remains unclear. This chapter aims to
theorize the emergent Social Circular Economy (SCE) by analyzing a case
study focused on Atelier Riforma, an Italian innovative startup with a social
vocation in the apparel sector, and modeling novel integrated CEBMs.
Employing semi-structured interviews, direct observations, and internal
documents, this study sheds light on the operationalization of CE principles
intertwined with a social mission. It discusses, in terms of material, financial,
and impact flows, how SCE strategies in a sector currently highly unsustainable
as the fashion industry may create (financial) value by recovering garments and
simultaneously creating both social (i.e., labor value) and environmental (e.g.,
the reduction of material) value. This chapter, hence, enriches the discourse on
CE and the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) by illustrating how
innovative platform business models may address and assess the dual
objectives of environmental sustainability and social equity.

1 — Introduction

The circular economy (CE) is an economic system designed to reduce waste
and optimize resource use by maintaining materials in continuous circulation.
Unlike the traditional linear economy, which follows a "take-make-dispose”



model, CE seeks to create closed-loop systems where products and materials
are reused, repaired, and recycled, thereby preserving their value throughout
their lifecycle (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Kirchherr et al., 2017). Circular
Economy Business Models (CEBMs) operationalize these principles, focusing
on strategies that cycle, extend, intensify, and dematerialize material and
energy loops to reduce resource inputs and waste emissions (Moreno et al.,
2016; Unal et al., 2019). These models are designed not only to generate
economic value but also to address environmental sustainability by promoting
the efficient use of resources (Daou et al., 2020).

Despite the extensive literature on CE and its environmental benefits, there is
a notable research gap concerning the social implications of CE and how
circular and social dimensions interact within business models (Garcia-Muifia
et al., 2021; Pitkénen et al., 2023). While some studies highlight job creation
as a social benefit of CE, a comprehensive analysis of how circular practices
can be integrated with social missions within business models remains
underexplored. Addressing this gap is crucial, especially in industries with
significant environmental and social impacts, such as the textile and fashion
industry.

The textile and fashion industry is characterized by its resource-intensive
nature and substantial environmental footprint, driven by the fast fashion model
that promotes rapid production and consumption cycles (Todeschini et al.,
2017). This industry faces multiple environmental challenges, including high
energy and water usage, pollution from dyes, and significant textile waste
(Peters et al., 2021; Saha et al., 2021). Additionally, social issues such as poor
working conditions, insufficient wages, child labor, and forced labor are
prevalent in the global supply chains of this sector (Desore and Narula, 2018;
Koksal et al., 2017). At the end of its value chain, the traditional linear model
encourages a cultural mass consumption intersected with inequalities and
stratification (Warde, 2015). Social Circular Business Models (SCBMs) in the
textile sector have the potential to simultaneously address these environmental
and social challenges by integrating sustainable practices with social missions
aimed at improving labor conditions and promoting social equity (Arribas-Ibar
et al., 2022; Beyer and Arnold, 2022).

This chapter aims to theorize the emergent Social Circular Economy (SCE) by
analyzing a case study focused on Atelier Riforma, an innovative Italian startup
in the apparel sector. Atelier Riforma integrates circular economy principles
with a strong social mission, seeking to mitigate the environmental and social
impacts of the fashion industry. By employing semi-structured interviews,
direct observations, and internal documents, this study provides insights into
how Atelier Riforma operationalizes CE principles intertwined with a social
mission. The analysis focuses on material, financial, and impact flows to



demonstrate how SCBMs can generate financial value while simultaneously
creating social and environmental benefits.

The structure of this chapter is as follows: The next section provides a
comprehensive literature review on CE, SCBMs, and their impact assessment
methods. Following this, the methodology section outlines the single case study
approach adopted for this research, including data collection and analysis
procedures. The results section presents the findings from the case study,
highlighting the integration of social and environmental dimensions in Atelier
Riforma's business model. The discussion section critically examines these
results in light of existing literature, addressing the challenges and implications
of implementing SCBMs in the textile sector. Finally, the conclusion discusses
the limitations of this study and suggests directions for future research,
emphasizing the need for further conceptualization and empirical analysis of
SCBMs across different sectors.

By investigating the case of Atelier Riforma, this chapter contributes to the
understanding of how SCBMs can address dual objectives of environmental
sustainability and social equity, offering valuable insights for researchers,
practitioners, and policymakers interested in fostering sustainable development
through innovative business models.

2 — Literature review
2.1 Circular Economy

The circular economy (CE) is an economic system designed to minimize waste
and optimize resource use by keeping materials in circulation for as long as
possible. It aims to reduce the extraction of natural resources and waste by
preserving the value of products and materials throughout their lifecycle
(Calisto Friant et al., 2020). To achieve this, the CE model seeks to create a
closed-loop system in which materials are reused, repaired, and recycled rather
than discarded after their initial use. In particular, Suarez-Eiroa et al. (2019)
found that the literature proposes three main strategies within the CE paradigm:
(i) minimizing inputs of raw materials and outputs of waste, (ii) keeping
resource value as long as possible within the system, and (iii) reintegrating
products into the system when they reach the end of their life. This approach
contrasts sharply with the traditional linear economy based on the “take-make-
waste” approach, a neoclassical model that focuses on efficient resource
allocation without considering the finite nature of natural resources, resulting
in resource depletion and environmental degradation derived from waste
disposal and pollution, which could limit the ability of future generations to
satisfy their needs. (Ghisellini et al., 2016).



Considering that the CE framework offers an alternative to the linear economy
model, authors have argued that the CE transition is emerging as one of the
most popular societal responses to environmental problems and to achieving
more sustainable development worldwide (Kevin van Langen et al., 2021). For
this reason, Kirchherr et al. (2017) argue that the CE can be viewed as an
approach to implement the much-discussed concept of sustainable
development, defined as development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs
(Brundtland and Khalid, 1987). Sustainable development is often framed in
the triple bottom line approach, which highlights that sustainable development
should simultaneously promote economic development, preserve the
environment, and tackle societal issues concerning human beings and their
needs (Elkington, 1998). However, the interconnections and integration of
sustainable development and CE are highly discussed in the literature. On the
one hand, Schroeder et al. (2019) suggest that the circular economy can directly
help attain a variety of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and
for Korhonen et al. (2018), a successful circular economy contributes to all
three dimensions of sustainable development: economic, environmental, and
social. Both circular economy and sustainable development rely on multi- or
interdisciplinary approaches to better integrate non-economic aspects into
development and emphasize intra- and intergenerational commitments and
cooperation among stakeholders (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). On the other hand,
some authors also highlight contradictions and gaps in the integration of the
two concepts. Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) highlight that sustainability aims to
equally benefit the environment, economy, and society, treating these three
spheres horizontally. In contrast, CE hierarchically prioritizes economic
systems, with primary benefits for economic actors and secondary
environmental benefits like reduced resource depletion and pollution, while
social benefits are often indirect, such as increased manual labor and fairer
taxation (Calisto Friant et al., 2020).

Despite differing views on the integration and interrelation of CE and
sustainable development (SD), an advantage of CE is that it can be
implemented and analyzed at various levels. While SD, considered by some as
a vague concept and difficult to implement by economic actors (Naudé, 2011),
primarily focuses on a global perspective, CE can be implemented at the micro,
meso, and macro levels (Kirchherr et al., 2017). At the micro level, CE involves
single firms or organizations and even specific product-level changes and
consumer preferences. The meso level focuses on regional implementations
involving multiple organisations, such as eco-industrial parks, where industrial
symbiosis is the most studied form of CE implementation (Merli et al., 2018).
Finally, the macro level addresses national and global policies and industry
structures. An effective transition towards the CE paradigm requires changing
traditional patterns across all three levels, from policymakers and regulators to



individual firms and even individuals (Dey et al., 2020). Scholars have
predominantly studied CE at the macro level, followed by the micro and meso
levels (Merli et al., 2018).

At the micro level, CE involves measuring reduced ecological footprints, direct
financial value through material recovery, and growth through new business
models (Lewandowski, 2016). The transition of companies towards CE,
although in its early stages, requires significant changes in business and
managerial practices, including efficient use of energy, materials, and resources
to reduce environmental impact (Unal et al., 2019). This has led to the
conceptualization of Circular Business Models (CBMs), which are crucial for
the circular economy to flourish in the long run (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020).
CBMs are defined as models that cycle, extend, intensify, and/or dematerialize
material and energy loops to reduce resource inputs and waste emissions within
an organizational system (Geissdoerfer et al., 2020). The value proposition in
CBMs is grounded in maintaining the economic value embedded in products
after their use and repurposing it for new market offerings, which requires a set
of return flows from end users to producers, often through intermediaries (Rosa
et al., 2019). The value proposition in CBMs is grounded in maintaining the
economic value embedded in products after their use and exploiting it for new
market offerings, which requires a set of return flows from end users to
producers, often through intermediaries (Selvefors et al., 2024). Based on value
proposition typology, Rosa et al. (2019) identify five common CBM
archetypes: “share,” which focuses on maximizing goods usage and reducing
waste; “regenerate,” aimed at enhancing the earth’s bio-capacity; “optimize,”
which improves process efficiency; “loop,” which involves recycling practices;
and “virtualize,” which includes solutions that dematerialize systems or deliver
them virtually. Besides the type of value proposition, determinants of CBM
creation are determined by endogenous and exogenous factors. Assmann et al.
(2023) identify eight determinants for introducing CBMs: culture, regulation,
market, strategy, business case, collaboration, operations, and knowledge. To
understand the specific characteristics of CBMs, tools such as the EcoCanvas,
a practical tool for rethinking, developing, and integrating environmental
exchanges into business models, help entrepreneurs with a visual tool that
explicitly integrates circular economy strategies into different layers of the
model (Daou et al., 2020).

2.2 — Social Circular Economy

Given the relevance that CE may play in promoting sustainable development,
and the uncertainties regarding how CE can promote social equity or measure
its social benefits (Millar et al., 2019), scholars have recently begun to address
the social dimension of the circular economy. Social equity and social aspects



are crucial for sustainable development (Souza Piao et al., 2023); hence, for CE
to fully promote sustainable development, investigating its social implications
is essential. However, considering that only very recently scholars have begun
addressing this topic (Pitkdnen et al., 2023), aspects regarding the social
dimension of sustainable development in CE are still notably underdeveloped,
under-conceptualized, and under-researched, particularly in terms of social
inclusion (Souza Piao et al., 2023). According to literature reviews by Padilla-
Rivera et al. (2021) and Mies and Gold (2021), most studies focusing on the
social aspects of the CE do not cover a wide range of perspectives or attempt
to build a holistic framework but rather have a narrower focus on impacts such
as employment or job creation, education, health and safety, and democratic
participation. Both studies emphasize the need for broader inclusion of social
aspects in the CE discourse.

From a conceptual point of view, Clube and Tennant (2020) investigated the
embedded consideration of human needs within seminal texts on circular
economy-related concepts, such as the Blue Economy, Cradle-to-Cradle,
Regenerative Design for Sustainable Development, and the Performance
Economy. They found that these concepts’ original ideas incorporated certain
satisfiers of human needs, which seem to have become lost in CE practical
forms of implementation. For this reason, Kirchherr (2021) has proposed a
conceptual framework to implement circular economy strategies considering
the human side through the concept of “circular justice.” At the macro level,
most studies focus on public health and safety, job creation, social justice, and
socio-cultural capital (Mies and Gold, 2021). However, societal issues are
mainly approached as corollaries for the circular economy, such as ensuring
societal inclusion of informal workers in CE entities (Guibrunet et al., 2017),
or the role of active societal participation combined with clear political goals
in driving societal transformation towards a circular economy.

At the meso level, studies often focus on supply chains. For example, Masi et
al. (2017) performed a systematic review of 77 documents discussing the meso
level of supply chains in relation to the circular economy. However, most of
these studies marginally address social aspects (Souza Piao et al., 2023).
Vahidzadeh et al. (2021) conducted a literature review on regional industrial
symbiosis, identifying six thematic aspects, one of which dealt with social
aspects, specifically highlighting collaborations among stakeholders of
symbiosis networks as a key component for successful industrial symbiosis.
Additionally, Vanhuyse et al. (2021) find that the current discourse on circular
cities is limited, primarily focusing on governance issues related to legal
frameworks and citizen participation in waste management systems, with social
impacts largely unaddressed.

At the micro level, Walker et al. (2021) studied CE industry perspectives on
the social dimension and its assessment through an analysis of multiple CE



companies in Italy and the Netherlands. They found that although the social
dimension was considered important, the actual assessment of social impacts
was limited. Regarding business models, besides sustainable business models
built on the triple bottom line framework, no study has yet been developed on
the conceptualization of holistic social CBMs, but there are a few studies
addressing their social implications (Salvador et al., 2020) or analyzing the
links between CBMs and social business models (Fehrer and Wieland, 2021).
The existing literature on CBMs addresses the importance of social networks
around which these models are built (Susur and Engwall, 2023), or advocates
for the social benefits of CBMs by influencing the behavior of customers and
end-users towards upcycling, recycling, and reusing (Liideke-Freund et al.,
2024). An important body of literature on the social implications of CBMs
concerns the assessment and measurement of their societal impacts. Multiple
disciplines have assessed this issue and developed specific methods, which will
be explored in the following section. Overall, many studies on CE focus on
practical stages represented by tools and practical measures (Mies and Gold,
2021). However, critical discussions on the circular economy’s theoretical
foundations involving the integration of and contribution to the social
dimension as intended by sustainable development have yet to take place, as
they are often studied peripherally (Souza Piao et al., 2023).

2.3 — Impact assessment of social and circular business model

Schwandt (2015) highlights that evaluating and assessing business models is
inherently complex, requiring continuous engagement with current evaluation
theory and practice. This complexity is amplified for social and CBMs. While
traditional, linear business models primarily focus on economic performance
(Kanzari et al., 2022), circular economy models integrate diverse approaches
and disciplines aimed at creating regenerative systems (Hidalgo-Carvajal et al.,
2021). In particular, regarding metrics for the evaluation of CBMs, Saidani et
al. (2024) identify current challenges such as the actual usage and adoption of
indicators and methods for measuring CE, the comparison of different products
and companies, and the integration of material scarcity, renewable materials,
and quality tools. They also emphasize that future studies should address
linking social indicators to the evaluation of CE. Evaluation tools for these
models must capture success across multiple dimensions, particularly when
business models address comprehensive social, environmental, and economic
challenges, as seen in sustainability-oriented business models (Mattos et al.,
2022). As a result, various tools and methods have been developed to assess
the impact of circular and social business models separately.

For evaluating the social and circular value, various methods assess
environmental sustainability, one of which is the Cradle to Cradle (C2C)



Certification. The C2C certification, a nongovernmental ecolabel defined by
MBDC, is a multi-attribute, continuous improvement methodology evaluating
products across five categories of human and environmental health (Llorach-
Massana et al., 2015). Built on the C2C concept, it focuses on three principles
(Braungart et al., 2007). The first principle, “waste equals food,” designs
systems where waste is a nutrient for nature or other industrial processes. The
second principle promotes using energy from “current solar income,”
emphasizing renewable energy. The third principle, “celebrate diversity,”
integrates cultural, economic, and environmental aspects. To achieve the
certification, companies must meet requirements across five categories:
material health, product circularity, clean air and climate protection, water and
soil stewardship, and social fairness (C2C Institute, 2021). These categories are
scored on a five-grade scale: basic, bronze, silver, gold, and platinum,
reflecting increasing stringency in requirements. For example, the C2C
certification demands the use of 100% electricity coming from renewable
energy to achieve the highest grade (platinum) in the “Clean air and climate
protection” category, among other requirements (C2C Institute, 2021).

The Cradle to Cradle (C2C) certification, while valuable, has been critiqued for
not holistically addressing environmental aspects of products from a full life-
cycle perspective (Llorach-Massana et al., 2015). It primarily assesses
environmental impacts at a micro (product) level, with only one out of five
categories evaluating social fairness (Niero et al., 2018). In contrast, B-Corps
offer a case that move from product-level to company-level assessments
Incorporating both social and environmental impacts in their assessment, B
Corps represent a new form of prosocial enterprising that integrates the purpose
of serving the common good into the legal framework of the business (Mufioz
et al., 2018). They are businesses that meet the highest verified standards of
social and environmental performance, public transparency, and legal
accountability, balancing profit and purpose. To be certified as a B Corp, a
company must be assessed by B Lab through the B Impact Assessment (BIA)
and achieve a score greater than 80 out of 200 points, evaluating five areas:
workers, community, environment, customers, and governance (Nigri and Del
Baldo, 2018). Becoming a B Corp is not merely an ethical decision but a
strategic one, with significant implications for various stakeholders. The BIA
and compulsory reporting activities can attract investors and appeal to
consumers who prefer certified socially responsible companies, as well as
influence entrepreneurial funding decisions (Clark and Babson, 2012). Despite
the existence of various reporting standards like the Global Reporting Initiative,
SMEs have struggled to adopt them due to the time and resources required. The
BIA is simpler and less time-intensive than traditional reporting standards like
the GRI, as it does not require a materiality analysis or extensive stakeholder
engagement during evaluation and prioritization (Shields and Shelleman,
2017). Nonetheless, BIAs have proven to be effective in assessing social and



environmental impacts, as Nigri and Del Baldo (2018) found that the social and
environmental commitments of B Corps are directly integrated into company
management, and the BIA results support top management decision-making
and strategic planning.

A final evaluation method that comprehensively supports the assessment of
societal and environmental impacts is the Theory of Change (ToC) (Mayne,
2017). ToC is primarily used to identify and assess positive impacts, explaining
how and why impact happens by mapping pathways that connect interventions
to results and providing guidelines on measuring realized impacts (Mayne,
2015). To do so, usually a flowchart based on a logic model that connects
activities to short-term outputs, outcomes, and finally long-term impacts is
developed to operationalize the Theory of Change and to understand how to
select Indicators for measuring the impacts. A key benefit of ToC is its utility
in both planning and evaluation phases, illustrating the resources used (inputs)
to implement strategies designed to achieve desired results, which helps in
identifying impacts through logically connected steps (outputs, outcomes, and
impacts) (Margoluis et al., 2009). Originating from social change traditions
(Connell and Kubisch, 1998), ToC’s malleability has allowed its application in
assessing both social and environmental impacts of various different projects
and interventions (Anderson, 2018). For instance, Dale et al. (2023) conducted
a ToC-based evaluation of a transport intervention in the UK, finding it
effective for assessing social, economic, and environmental impacts of public
infrastructural interventions. Michelini et al. (2020) applied ToC to a food-
sharing platform business model, identifying and assessing positive impacts of
the food sharing platform such as environmental benefits derived from food
waste reduction and social benefits derived from feeding impoverished people
with unsold food. (Mattos et al., 2022) applied ToC to a circular business model
case in the metal industry, identifying and measuring economic benefits
through cost modeling of recycled versus non-recycled components,
environmental benefits from reduced CO2 emissions, and social benefits from
higher-quality jobs compared to previously adopted linear models.

Given their increased adoption (Rossi and Luque-Vilchez, 2021), also driven
by new legal requirements (Abela, 2022), it is important consider the role of
sustainability accounting and reporting practices in assessing and disclosing the
social and environmental dimensions (Scarpellini et al., 2020). Numerous
standards for sustainability accounting are available for social, circular, and
linear businesses (Scarpellini et al., 2020). The “GRI Standards,” which have
become the leading guideline for voluntary reporting (Halkos and Nomikos,
2021), are built on the triple bottom line framework, requiring disclosure of
economic, social (e.g., safety, diversity), and environmental (e.g., waste,
emissions) aspects. These standards are widely adopted by CBMs (Opferkuch
et al., 2021). However, most sustainability reporting standards do not fully
integrate the circular economy. For instance, CE is discussed in the recently



revised “GRI 306: Waste 2020,” effective for reports published on or after
January 1, 2022. (Scarpellini, 2022) analyzed how businesses report social
impacts related to CE in their sustainability reporting and stakeholder
relationships, finding that most professionals operating in CE view CE business
models as having positive societal impacts. These impacts include developing
new professional opportunities, improved public health due to increased
environmental quality and less pollution, and enhanced environmental
education for young people. However, the author also argues that most
companies adopting CE principles do not report specific societal impacts
achieved through closing material loops in a circular model. Additionally,
accounting researchers and professional bodies focus on environmental
sustainability and reporting but have given limited attention to the concept of
circularity (Aureli et al., 2023). These practices are becoming increasingly
important as they are also becoming legally required by legislation.

Though this brief presentation of assessment techniques does not aim to be
exhaustive, it illustrates the potential tools available to comprehensively
address the environmental and social dimensions of circular and social business
models.

2.4 — CE in the Textile sector

The fashion industry has experienced significant growth over the past decades,
particularly with the rise of fast fashion, which emphasizes rapid acquisition
and disposal of mass-produced, standardized fashion items (Fletcher, 2010).
This model promotes widespread consumption of easily replaceable garments
but has substantial environmental and social drawbacks (Todeschini et al.,
2017). The clothing and footwear industries are resource-intensive, with
approximately 75% of the energy demand occurring before the garments reach
retail (Peters et al., 2021). Many of these products are produced in low-wage
countries using non-renewable energy, leading to high environmental impacts.
Additionally, the industry is water-intensive, as it requires cotton grown in arid
areas requiring extensive irrigation (Thorisdottir and Johannsdottir, 2020), and
causes significant water pollution from untreated dye discharge (Saha et al.,
2021). From an end-of-life perspective, the EU generated an estimated 6.95
million tons of textile waste in 2020, with a significant portion ending up in
landfills or incinerators. Only 4.4 kg per person were collected separately for
reuse and recycling (Deckers et al., 2024). Despite pressure on the fashion
industry to address environmental and social issues, low-cost production
methods remain prevalent, exacerbating consumerism (Thorisdottir and
Johannsdottir, 2020).

Considering these multiple environmental challenges, researchers have
identified the CE as a potential solution to mitigate the negative impacts of the



textile industry (Abdelmeguid et al., 2024). Saha et al. (2021) analyzed the
relationship between five fields of CE actions (take, make, distribute, use, and
recover) and the three dimensions of sustainability performance in the textile
sector, finding that raw material sourcing and manufacturing still require
significant improvements to become environmentally friendly. Abdelmeguid
et al. (2024) conducted a comprehensive analysis of management practices,
identifying eight key themes essential for driving circular and sustainable
practices in the fashion industry: collaborations, marketing strategies, product-
related characteristics, education and awareness, business models, integration
of technology, regulations and legislation, and strategic planning. In particular,
they found that collaboration with suppliers, recyclers, waste management
organizations, and consumers is crucial for enhancing efficiency, circularity,
and innovation across the value chain. Waste management is also critical, a
field in which Solis et al. (2024) found that “preparing for reuse” is the most
beneficial managerial practice for waste reduction from both environmental
and socio-economic perspectives. Therefore, it is not surprising that the
second-hand market has been highlighted as a best practice of sustainable
responsibility for businesses and consumers (D’ Adamo et al., 2022).

While much of the CE research in the textile sector focuses on environmental
aspects, the industry also faces significant social challenges (Thorisdottir and
Johannsdottir, 2020). Worker conditions are a major concern, especially in low-
wage countries, where fashion brands outsource much of their production
(Desore and Narula, 2018). Other social risks include child labor and extensive
working hours (Koksal et al., 2017). This has led to increased research and
regulatory developments in controlling the textile and clothing industry supply
chain (Silva et al., 2023). Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) practices in
this sector are often driven by legal requirements (Nayak et al., 2022), even
though they are usually limited in national boundaries even if the supply chain
is globalized. Some studies on CBMs in the textile industry also consider their
social implications. For example, Barletta et al. (2024) found that leasing
practices in the textile industry can address social issues by ensuring ethical
conditions for workers and reducing environmental impacts through lower raw
material usage and overproduction. Another example is the study by the Impact
Institute (2019), which quantifies the “true price” of a pair of jeans by including
external social and environmental costs. They estimate that social externalities
like insufficient wages, health and safety issues, and child labor, along with
environmental externalities like pollution and climate change, would add
approximately $30 to the retail price.

Despite studies in the literature arguing for the potential for circular innovations
to improve financial performance (Dainelli et al., 2024), there is a gap in the
literature regarding how CBMs can positively impact society beyond
mitigating the negative societal issues of traditional clothing and textile supply
chains by addressing job conditions (Bubicz et al., 2021). This highlights the



need for further research to explore the comprehensive social benefits of
implementing circular economy practices in the textile industry.

3 - Materials and methods
3.1 Single case study research

In this chapter, we adopt a single case study methodology. A case study is an
empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-
life context, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and
context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2018). Unlike other research strategies,
such as experiments that isolate the phenomenon from the context to analyze
specific variables, case studies are a form of research that is deliberately
contextually informed. This approach is often used in business, managerial, and
accounting studies because it allows for an in-depth analysis of businesses and
various organizations in their natural settings, helping to understand the nature
and complexity of the object of study (Voss et al., 2002). Case studies enable
exploratory analyses that address the growing frequency and magnitude of
changes in technology, business practices, models, and methods. The rich detail
provided by case studies increases the likelihood of generating novel theories
and creative insights (Cooper and Morgan, 2008).

Our study is based on a single case study, that is a case study where the authors
sought to describe the fundamental elements characterizing a phenomenon and
the relationships that are established among them (Puntillo et al., 2021).
According to Yin (2018) single case offers significant insights to contribute to
knowledge and theory building by confirming, challenging, or extending the
theory. The single-case study approach is particularly appropriate as it allows
us to delve deeply into the complexities and nuances of the phenomenon under
investigation within its real-life context, providing rich insights and a
comprehensive understanding that other methodologies may not offer.

In our case, the transition towards a circular economy in the fashion and textile
sector is still in its early stages, and the comprehensive environmental and
societal impacts of organizations adopting a socio-circular business model have
yet to be fully explored. Therefore, we employ an in-depth case study approach
to gain a comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon. The case study
methodology is preferable for exploring new phenomena and allowing for
serendipitous findings in idiosyncratic situations (Eisenhardt and Graebner,
2007). An in-depth case study aligns with the goal of this research because
studying a single firm in depth enables the development of intimate familiarity,
which enhances our ability to extract insights from the data. Additionally, the
complex and multidimensional nature of the analysis requires a comprehensive
investigation, which is more feasible within a single standalone entity (Dyer



and Wilkins, 1991). Case selection is based on a theoretical convenience
sampling strategy (Voss et al., 2002). Following this strategy, we selected a
startup conceived with a circular business model in the textile and fashion
sector operating in Turin, Italy. Founded in 2020, this case stands out as an
early adopter of a business model that facilitates circular practices within the
textile and fashion industry.

We developed the case study based on multiple qualitative data sources,
primarily interviews and archival documents. Using various information
sources allows for triangulation, enhancing the reliability of the findings
(Bowen, 2009). Document analysis included materials from the company’s
online website, internal documents, a business model canvas, and a social and
environmental impact report developed by the startup. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted with the CEO and her collaborator of the startup, as
well as with the CEO of a second circular firm operating downstream in the
value chain of the case. This second interview allowed us to increase data
sources on our case and thus to avoid post-hoc rationalizations and increase the
reliability of our study (Unal et al., 2019). Semi-structured interviews, chosen
for their flexibility and ability to elicit crucial insights (Qu and Dumay, 2011),
lasted approximately one hour and were conducted online. No materials or
questions were shared prior to the interview, though transcripts were provided
to the interviewees afterward. Questions focused on the circular value
proposition, social contributions, opportunities and weaknesses of the business
models, barriers and drivers to scaling up socio-CBMs in the textile sector, and
the identification and evaluation of the startup’s environmental and social
impacts, particularly their interaction. Table 1 shows the interview questions.
To ensure the methodological rigour we have developed a research protocol
according to Yin (2018), shown in table 2.

Table 1 - Interview questions

When and how was the startup conceived?

What is the vision and mission of the startup?

What is the business model and has it changed over time?

What are the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of your
business model?

What are the main barriers for the scale-up of the circular startup?

What is the social value proposition of the startup?

To what extent are the social and environmental dimensions interrelated in
the startup operations and impacts?

Who are the beneficiaries of your positive social and environmental impacts?
How do you assess and evaluate social and environmental impacts?




How and to what extent are you able to measure the integration of social and

environmental impacts?

What are the barriers to social and environmental impact assessment and

evaluation?

Table 2 - Research protocol

Planning and design

Research question: How are the social and
environmental impacts interrelated in a
startup with a social circular business model
in the textile sector?

Methodological approach: single case study.

Case study selection: The case was selected
based on a theoretical convenience sampling
strategy (Voss et al. 2002) given the
relevance of the case for the research question
and accessibility to data collection.

Data collection

Data collection was developed in three
phases. The first phase involves a critical
review of the literature on the topic of social
CBMs and their assessment and evaluation,
with a focus on the textile sector. This phase
is necessary to analyze the data in the context
of existing literature and is presented in
section 2. The second phase concerns the
analysis of the startup’s public documents
and archives (including its website) and
internal strategic documents including a
business model canvas, an environmental and
social impact assessment based on the theory
of change, and a feasibility study of the
startup’s operations. The third phase includes
the interview with the startup’s CEO and her
collaborator, along with a second interview
with the CEO of a second circular firm
operating downstream in the value chain of
the case actor to better triangulate findings
and gather an external informed perspective
on the case.

Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed
concurrently by the authors, who developed a




coding system to capture the main themes and
insights resulting from the interviews.
Presentation of the results The results were presented in light of the
literature reviewed in the first phase of data
collection. Through this analysis, the
identified main characteristics of the startup
which are able to qualify it as a startup
adopting a social circular business model are
presented in the results section through a
business model canvas, the results of theory
of change analysis, and a material-impact-
financial flow analysis developed by the
authors.

3.2 — Case study description

Atelier Riforma was conceived between 2018 and 2019 when the two co-
founders met during a postgraduate educational program on entrepreneurship
aimed at recent graduates interested in launching innovative startups. Sharing
similar visions and ideas, they developed the concept during the course, leading
to the formal establishment of Atelier Riforma as an innovative social startup
in 2020. The startup's mission is to mitigate the environmental and social
impact of the fashion industry through a circular economy approach.

Initially, Atelier Riforma operated on a B2C model, focusing on the collection,
cataloging, and upcycling of used garments. Individuals and organizations
donated discarded clothing, which was then carefully cataloged, recording all
its characteristics (condition, composition, type, person/entity of origin, etc.).
After this process, garments were divided into those suitable for the second-
hand market and those needing to be fixed and repaired before being ready to
be sold (upcycling). The latter were distributed to a network of over 25 tailors,
designers, and social tailoring workshops across Italy, including social
enterprises that promoted labor inclusion of disadvantaged individuals such as
migrants, ex-prisoners, and women victims of violence. The upcycled garments
were sold on an e-commerce platform, with Atelier Riforma retaining a
percentage of the sales. Despite its innovative approach, this model proved
financial unsustainability due to the labor-intensive process, high marketing
costs, and challenges in attracting investors. Recognizing these limitations, the
founders innovated their business model by designing Re4Circular in 2021
(subsequently succeeding in fully developing the solution during the years
2022 and 2023). Re4Circular is an Al-based technology designed to automate
the classification and sorting of used garments, addressing the inefficiencies of



the initial business model. By photographing each garment and its label, the Al
extracts essential data such as color, type, season, and material composition.
This information determines the most suitable circular destination for each
garment, whether reuse, upcycling, recycling or others. Once classified,
garments are uploaded on a digital platform, connecting entities and companies
with pre- or post-consumer clothing, such as collection and sorting
organizations, with circular fashion businesses that need these materials for
resale, recycling, or upcycling activities.

Re4Circular operates as a B2B digital marketplace, facilitating transactions
between garment collectors and circular fashion businesses. The classification
technology linked to the platform ensures transparency and efficiency by
providing detailed images and information about each garment, allowing
businesses to make informed purchasing decisions. This system eliminates the
traditional bulk buying of garments sight unseen, which often leads to
inefficiencies and additional sorting post-purchase. Instead, circular businesses
can search for and purchase only the garments that meet their specific needs,
significantly improving the overall efficiency of the circular fashion value
chain.

Atelier Riforma's vision is to transform the fashion industry into a sustainable
model based on circular economy principles. Their mission is to minimize the
use of virgin resources and reduce textile waste by promoting the reuse,
upcycling, and recycling of post-consumer garments. By leveraging
Re4Circular, Atelier Riforma aims to create a transparent, efficient, and
scalable system that maximizes the value of used textiles and supports the
fashion industry's transition to a circular economy. Currently, Atelier Riforma
operates from Turin, Italy, with a team that includes a CEO a COO, a CMO
and a collaboration with 2 tech companies: one for Al development and the
other for the platform and web app development. For financial sustainability,
the platform charges a fee on sales and plans to introduce an annual
subscription fee for the users once the classification technology is fully
developed. By providing an automatic classification technology and a digital
marketplace for the wholesale commerce of pre- and post-consumer unused
textiles, Atelier Riforma contributes to enhancing the overall sustainability of
the fashion industry. In addition to their core operations, Atelier Riforma is
developing a service to monitor textile waste collection in urban areas, aimed
at municipalities. This service will provide transparency regarding the
quantities and destinations of recovered textiles, further supporting sustainable
practices at a municipal public level.

Since its conception, Atelier Riforma has transitioned from a labor-intensive
B2C model to a scalable B2B model powered by Al technology, facilitating
efficient and transparent transactions in the circular fashion value chain. This
innovative approach not only supports environmental sustainability but also



promotes social equity by involving disadvantaged individuals in system of
stakeholders engaged. The startup continues to evolve, aiming to drive
systemic change in the fashion industry towards a more circular and sustainable
model. The startup's long-term vision includes promoting a fully regenerative
fashion industry where garments are designed to last and be easily repaired,
reused, transformed, or recycled. By ensuring that no garment becomes waste,
Atelier Riforma aims to create economic value, generate new employment
opportunities, and significantly reduce the environmental impact of the fashion
industry.

4 — Results

To investigate how the social and environmental impacts are interrelated in its
social circular business model, different assessment methods are used and
presented in this results section. First, a social circular business model adapted
from Robinson (2017) is used to understand the status social, environmental
and economic value proposition, mapping its key business functions. Then, an
impact assessment based on ToC is presented in section 4.2 and finally, an
impact-material-financial flow analysis is presented. The results are critically
discussed in the discussion section (5) in light of the relevant literature.

4.1 - Social circular business model

The social circular business model canvas of Atelier Riforma (Figure 1) was
developed based on a traditional business model framework independently
created by the company along with the development of the technology
Re4Circular and the consequent introduction of the new B2b business model.
It was then adapted to the social circular business model canvas developed by
Robinson (2017), highlighting not only the economic value proposition but also
the social and environmental aspects. This adaptation involved mapping key
activities according to their contributions across social, environmental, and
economic dimensions.



Figure 1 - Atelier Riforma social circular business model canvas
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To understand the three dimensions of Atelier Riforma’s value proposition, it
is necessary to analyze its key activities, which have been mapped in the social
circular business model canvas based on their social, environmental, and
economic contributions. The environmental implications are deeply embedded
in their business model, as their technology is designed to facilitate transactions
among circular entities in the textile sector. Specifically, Atelier Riforma
promotes waste avoidance by enabling efficient and economically viable
transactions among businesses that recycle, upcycle, or reuse textiles. This
system enhances transparency and efficiency in the supply chain for circular
garments. For this reason, the environmental dimension covers all the key
activities: customer research and retention to engage the actors of the textile
and fashion industry in circular practices, the supply of the technology (and
related activities such as tech development) to facilitate circular transactions,
communication and public relations to increase awareness on the topic, and the
preparation of materials for consultancies on the circular economy.

The social dimension is particularly evident in multiple aspects. First, it
emerges in their efforts to engage clients within the value chain who are
committed to social responsibility. These clients ensure good working
conditions for disadvantaged groups, and Atelier Riforma's technology
supports these businesses, promoting social inclusion in the sector. Therefore,
the activities related to customer research, screening, acquisition, and retention
become activities with intrinsic social value as they facilitate business for
socially responsible organizations promoting social inclusion through hiring
disadvantaged people in good working conditions. Secondly, Atelier Riforma's
continuous public information and dissemination activities on responsible
consumption and the circular economy in fashion help promote greater
awareness among citizens and positively influence their behavior (inform, buy
less, choose second-hand, use longer, repair, swap, donate, discard responsibly,
etc.). Finally, Atelier Riforma provides its technology free of charge to non-
profit organizations that collect used clothes for solidarity purposes, allowing
them to use it for clothes unsuitable for these users. This leads to two positive
results: the organization will not have to bear the cost of disposing of the unused
garments and will instead earn from their resale to circular businesses, thereby
having more income to support its solidarity activities. Considering these social
impacts, Atelier Riforma also contributes to the development of a socially
responsible circular community involving key organizations in the value chain,
contributing to the development of a socially responsible branch of the textile
and fashion industry.

Regarding economic value, Atelier Riforma aims at capturing a part of the
economic value it generates through the facilitation of transparency,
automation of sorting activities, and valorization of the intrinsic value of
garments and textiles which, if treated and commercialized properly, can
become a new resource instead of waste. Atelier Riforma captures this



economic value through transaction fees on the marketplace and subscription
fees to use the technology they provide. This core business activities are also
complemented by consultancies and training courses on circularity applied to
the fashion industry.

In general, the main contribution to the reduction of environmental impacts in
the fashion and textile sector is constituted by waste avoidance and potentially
reduced exploitation of natural resources, as the broader the reach of the
circular textile business becomes, the less textile waste is generated and the
fewer resources are depleted for new textile production (assuming that average
quantity consumption does not variate in the transition from linear to circular
goods). Additionally, there is a societal impact resulting from the creation of a
socially responsible community among value chain actors. This community's
work and social responsibilities are recognized and valorized, reinforcing the
integration of social and environmental values in the business model.

4.2 — Theory of change impact assessment

The Theory of Change analysis conducted by Atelier Riforma is a prospective
analysis, meaning that the actual impacts have not yet been measured. This
initial planning outlines the expected impacts that Atelier Riforma aims to
achieve and how they will be measured. The primary aim is to transform the
fashion industry's production model from a linear, wasteful system to a
sustainable, circular economy model. Atelier Riforma plays multiple roles:
connector, resource provider, scaler, and activist. These roles synergistically
contribute to changing the system by addressing the inefficiencies in managing
post-consumer textiles.

Atelier Riforma’s Theory of Change outlines their vision of a future where
post-consumer textiles are no longer waste but valuable materials for recycling,
upcycling, and reuse. The ultimate outcomes they seek include the valorization
of post-consumer textiles in the circular economy and the establishment of a
system where the specific characteristics of textiles are identified and shared.
Intermediate outcomes necessary to achieve this vision include widespread
consumer demand for sustainable and circular fashion and legislative support
through regulations and incentives for circular practices. In the short term,
Atelier Riforma aims to focus on activism to raise awareness and drive demand
for circular fashion. They plan to enhance their technology to speed up the
cataloging process, making it more attractive for collectors and selectors of
used textiles. This includes improving their marketing strategy to reach more
circular buyers and facilitate the efficient and transparent management of post-
consumer clothing. The direct impacts expected in the short term include
increased efficiency in sorting and cataloging used garments, enhanced
transparency in the supply chain, and greater economic viability for circular



transactions. Through its activities, Atelier riforma aims to impact various
categories of stakheolders, including Entitis managing textile waste, circular
fashion businesses, municipalities and citizens. These impacts are anticipated
to lead to long-term outcomes such as reduced textile waste, decreased
exploitation of virgin resources, and the creation of a socially responsible
community within the fashion industry. Figure 2 shows a visual flowchart
summarizing the logic model behind Atelier Riforma’s Theory of Change.



Figure 2 - Flowchart of Atelier Riforma's Theory of Change
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To measure these impacts, Atelier Riforma has identified several key
indicators. These indicators will help determine whether the expected impacts
have been achieved. For environmental impacts, they will track the number of
used clothes and deadstock fabrics cataloged and uploaded on the platform, the
materials they are made of, and the proportion of clothes sold versus those
available on the marketplace. Additionally, they will monitor the impact on
transport pollution by assessing the stimulation of the local market and the
reduction of global transport distances resulting in reduced CO2 emission. For
socio-economic impacts, they will assess how the platform affects local circular
businesses, the increase in the market for recycled/upcycled/reused clothes, the
promotion of artisanal competencies that fast fashion has been eroding and the
number of citizens engaged through social media platforms through the
dissemination and activist activities. They will also track the number of new
local employees hired by circular companies and organizations due to
Re4Circular.

Atelier Riforma’s approach involves continuously refining their technology
and strategies based on these indicators to ensure they are on the right track
towards achieving their long-term vision. The success of their Theory of
Change relies on their ability to validate the assumptions that consumer demand
and legislative support will drive the adoption of circular practices and that
their technology will effectively connect collectors and circular businesses.

4.3 — Financial material impact flow analysis

To understand the flows of environmental, social, and economic impacts
activated and generated by Atelier Riforma, we conducted a material and
impact flow analysis. This analysis maps material (environmental benefits
mainly from waste avoidance), impact (positive social impact), and financial
(economic value) flows. We elaborated on two flows: one based on Atelier
Riforma’s initial B2C business model and a second flowchart focusing on the
B2B business model based on Re4Circular technology.

In this analysis, depicted in Figure 3, the three diverse flows are mapped across
the main steps of Atelier Riforma's value chain. While it does not constitute a
fully developed material/substance flow analysis (Huang et al., 2012), the
material flows represented in the figure show the environmental benefits
derived from waste and resource depletion avoidance, which run across all
stages of both business models. The flowchart also highlights how social
impacts are internally generated by Atelier Riforma in the B2C business model,
whereas in the B2B model, they are indirectly promoted through the technology
and valorization of socially responsible partners.



The flowchart further maps the financial flows. In the B2C business model,
financial value is directly captured by the startup from the final consumers and
backwardly runs across the steps of the value chain. On the other hand, in the
B2B model, the financial value is indirectly captured from final stakeholders.
The startup generates its revenues by taking a margin on the economic benefits
it produces for sellers and buyers through its technology and online
marketplace.

By examining these flows, we can see that Atelier Riforma's business models
both contribute to reducing environmental impact and promoting social
inclusion, though in different ways. The B2C model involves more direct
engagement with consumers and internal generation of social impact, while the
B2B model leverages technology to scale these impacts through partnerships.
The financial sustainability of the startup is maintained in both models by
capturing economic value either directly from consumers or indirectly through
a margin on transactions facilitated by the platform.



Figure 3 - Financial material impact flow analysis
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5 - Discussion
5.1 Atelier Riforma’s social and environmental impacts

Regarding environmental impacts, the main contribution of Atelier Riforma in
reducing environmental impacts in the fashion and textile sector is waste
avoidance and potentially reduced exploitation of natural resources. As the
circular textile business expands, less textile waste is generated, and fewer
resources are depleted for new textile production, assuming that average
consumption levels do not increase in the transition from linear to circular
goods, as assumed by studies such as (Saha et al., 2021). This reduction in
environmental impact is reflected in the indicators selected to monitor the used
clothes and deadstock fabrics cataloged and uploaded on the platform, which
measure waste avoidance (Shirvanimoghaddam et al., 2020), and by measuring
the CO2 emissions avoided by promoting short supply chains within the local
circular market, as opposed to traditional linear garments transported across
global value chains (Chen et al., 2021). The financial material impact flow
analysis captures how environmental impacts shift with the modification of the
business model. Specifically, the Re4Circular technology contributes to
upcycling and reuse, even without physically managing the material, thereby
externalizing (but promoting) a portion of the positive environmental impacts
of the business. Given the embeddedness of the startup’s environmental
mission, Atelier Riforma qualifies as a Mission Centric enterprise according to
Alter’s (2007) social enterprise classification. This means that the enterprise is
central to the organization’s environmental mission.

The social dimension of Atelier Riforma's impact is substantial and
multifaceted. The company's efforts to promote good working conditions for
disadvantaged groups directly address significant social externalities in the
traditional linear model of the textile industry, such as insufficient wages,
health and safety issues, child labor, and forced labor (Desore and Narula,
2018). This aligns with broader literature emphasizing the need for ethical labor
practices in global supply chains. Additionally, Atelier Riforma's public
information and dissemination activities on responsible consumption resonate
with the goals of sustainable development (Geiger et al., 2018) and the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goal 12, which advocates for responsible
consumption and production (SDG 12). Moreover, promoting responsible
consumption through continuous public engagement empowers consumers,
transforming them from mere buyers to active citizens who make informed
decisions about their purchases and their environmental impact (Fischer et al.,
2021; Hertwig and Griine-Yanoff, 2017). Considering that Atelier Riforma also
provides its technology free of charge to non-profit organizations that collect
used clothes for solidarity purposes, its social impact broadens to encompass a



wider empowerment of the local community. This social value extends beyond
providing increased new employment opportunities for disadvantaged people
to encompass political, economic, social, emotional, creative, and self-
development domains (Tanekenov et al., 2018), promoting a socially
responsible circular community.

We argue that these aspects qualify the social mission of Atelier Riforma as an
important part of its business, and by adopting Alter’s (2007) social enterprise
classification, it can be considered at least mission-related. A final
consideration is that even though the startup has automatic social value
spillovers occurring alongside its key operations, it does not deliver its social
value directly through its products to its clients. According to (Santos et al.,
2015), this may results in an intermediate risk of mission drift and a moderately
difficult path to financial sustainability. However, this is only valid for the
social dimension of the value spillovers, as the environmental value is fully
embedded in its business operation. This comprehensive approach to social
impact underscores the company's role in fostering a socially inclusive and
environmentally sustainable fashion industry.

5.2 — Towards a social circular business model and its assessment

From the results and discussion of Atelier Riforma’s social and environmental
impacts, it is clear that these dimensions are fully present and coexist in the
business model. This was highlighted during the interview with the CEO, who
stated that:

the environmental and social dimensions are closely integrated. At times, the
emphasis may shift more towards one aspect or the other depending on the
circumstances, but generally, Atelier Riforma's social and environmental
initiatives support and reinforce each other. This intersection is fundamental
for the sustainability of our circularity-based business model.

The integration of these aspects is also evident in the key activities mapped in
the social circular business model canvas, which show that many business
initiatives, such as the promotion of upcycling through socially responsible
organizations in the textile sector, and the communication, sensitization, and
activist roles to empower the community through promoting circularity
practices, are intertwined. This integration also emerges in the financial
material impact flow analysis, which maps the social and environmental values
through the key steps of Atelier Riforma’s value chain.

Based on these premises, we claim that Atelier Riforma constitutes a case of
an integrated social-circular business model in the textile sector. Beyond its key
circular operation of recovering garments that would otherwise become waste,



the startup responds to the final consumer's needs for transparency and
valorization of virtuous organizations in this sector. This activity has the
potential to significantly influence the development of apparel firms’ business
models, pushing companies toward a circular model (Abbate et al., 2023).
However, it should be noted that despite multiple studies addressing CBMs in
the textile, apparel, and fashion sector (Salmi and Kaipia, 2022), the
conceptualization and potential contribution to sustainability of social circular
business models in this industry have not yet been investigated in the literature.
Although studies like those by Hultberg and Pal (2021) have examined
strategies for scaling CBMs in this sector, and Oliveira Neto et al. (2024) have
identified circular practices for executing new projects that meet customer
needs, the potential implications of social circular business models have not yet
been directly tackled.

The relevance and integration of social and circular aspects are evident from
our results, but assessing, measuring, and accounting for the added value
derived from this integration is challenging. The business model canvas shows
key activities and maps specific operations where social and environmental
spillover values emerge, but it is not a useful tool for impact assessment (Daou
et al., 2020). Through their Theory of Change analysis, Atelier Riforma has
identified social and environmental indicators to assess their impact. However,
as the CEO stated, assessing and measuring the value derived from the
integration and interrelation of the social and environmental aspects remains
very challenging, even with the Theory of Change approach. This difficulty is
reflected in the lack of research on social circular business models and the
absence of methods and tools to guide this type of assessment (Millar et al.,
2019).

5.3 - Limitations and future research 15.30

A first limitation of our study is that the adoption of a single case study
methodology limits the contribution of this study to the specific context
examined (Vaivio, 2008). The insights derived from Atelier Riforma’s
experience are confined to the textile sector, even though social circular
business models may exist in other sectors. Additionally, our analysis has not
been longitudinal; tracking the evolution of the business over time could
provide new insights into the development of a social circular business model
in the textile sector. Furthermore, a suggestion for future studies is to
incorporate a comparative analysis of multiple cases to enhance the
generalizability of the findings.

Future research should focus on further conceptualizing social circular business
models, particularly to understand their presence and main differences across
various sectors. It is crucial to explore integrated impact assessment, financial



sustainability, scalability, and contributions to sustainable development within
this framework. Our study focuses on the micro-level; thus, future studies could
expand the scope of analysis to the meso-level to fully capture the empirical
emergence of integrated social and environmental circularity models in the
expanding circular textile sector (Pitkdnen et al., 2023). Finally, despite the
identification of social impacts related to community development and
empowerment emerged from our data, we were unable to fully capture and
assess these impacts in our financial material impact flow analysis, as it is
limited to the main steps of Atelier Riforma’s value chain. Future studies
should develop methods to comprehensively assess and account for all the
integrated and intertwined social and environmental implications derived from
these kind of social circular business activities and the beneficial effects of
integrating these two aspects.

6 - Conclusions

This study illuminates the integration of social and environmental dimensions
within circular business models through the detailed case analysis of Atelier
Riforma. By examining this innovative startup, we have demonstrated how
such models can simultaneously achieve environmental sustainability and
social equity, addressing significant challenges in the textile and fashion
industry. The environmental benefits are evident through waste reduction,
resource efficiency, and increased transparency in the textile and fashion
circular sector promoted by the Re4Circular technology, while the social
impacts include improved labor conditions and community empowerment.

Atelier Riforma’s business model showcases the potential of integrating CE
principles with a strong social mission. The case study reveals that the startup's
activities, from promoting upcycling to supporting disadvantaged groups,
create a synergistic effect that enhances both social and environmental
outcomes. This dual impact is essential for fostering a sustainable and inclusive
fashion industry. However, the challenge remains in accurately assessing and
measuring these intertwined impacts. Traditional tools like the business model
canvas and Theory of Change provide frameworks, but there is a need for more
sophisticated methods to capture the full spectrum of benefits derived from the
interaction of social end environmental value spillovers and their interrelation
in circular business models.

Our findings suggest that Atelier Riforma serves as a valuable model for other
sectors looking to adopt similar integrated approaches. The startup’s evolution
from a labor-intensive B2C model to a scalable B2B platform powered by Al
highlights the importance of innovation and adaptability in achieving
sustainability goals. The use of technology not only improves efficiency but



also expands the potential for broader impact by connecting various
stakeholders in the circular fashion value chain.

Despite the promising results, this study acknowledges several limitations. The
single case study approach confines the findings to the specific context of the
textile sector, and the lack of longitudinal analysis limits our understanding of
the long-term impacts. Future research should explore multiple cases across
different sectors to generalize the findings and provide a comprehensive
understanding of social circular business models. Additionally, developing
robust methods for impact assessment remains a crucial area for further
investigation.

The implications of this study are significant for researchers, practitioners, and
policymakers. It underscores the need for continued development of SCBMs
and their integration into various industries. Policymakers, in particular, can
play a pivotal role by creating supportive regulations and incentives that
promote the adoption and scalability of these models. For practitioners, the
insights from Atelier Riforma offer practical guidance on implementing and
scaling social circular initiatives.

This study contributes to the growing body of literature on social circular
business models by providing a detailed case analysis of Atelier Riforma. It
highlights the potential of these models to address dual objectives of
environmental sustainability and social equity through circularity principles,
offering valuable insights for fostering sustainable development through
innovative business practices. The findings underscore the need for continued
research and development of methodologies to fully assess and harness the
benefits of social circular business models in various industries. The journey of
Atelier Riforma exemplifies the transformative potential of integrating circular
economy principles with social missions, paving the way for a more sustainable
and equitable future in the fashion industry and beyond.
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