
CFR EARLY INSIGHT #36
Making Retail Circular: The Role of Consumers

Center for Retailing (CFR) at the Stockholm School of Economics has a mission to provide high-level academic education and 
to conduct world-class research on retailing in close collaboration with the Swedish retail industry. CFR Early Insights is a 
breakfast seminar series through which CFR faculty members share insights from ongoing research projects. The series provides 
a platform for employees at our partner companies to meet and discuss current challenges in retailing.



Circular economy: 

“an economic system that is based on business models which replace the ‘end-of-
life’ concept with reducing, alternatively reusing, recycling and recovering 

materials in production/distribution and consumption processes” 
(Kirchherr, Reike & Hekkert 2017, p. 244).



L EVEL S OF  CHANGE  F OR THE  E CO NO MIC S YSTE M

▪ Systems 

▪ Firms 

▪ Consumers
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S HARING E CONOM Y AS  INS PIRAT ION

▪ A technologically enabled socioeconomic system with five key characteristics 

▪ temporary access

▪ transfer of economic value

▪ platform mediation

▪ expanded consumer role

▪ crowdsourced supply

▪ Challenges three key foundations of marketing: 

▪ institutions (e.g., consumers, firms and channels, regulators),

▪ processes (e.g., innovation, branding, customer experience, value appropriation), 

▪ value creation (e.g., value for consumers, value for firms, value for society)
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Eckhardt et al (2019), Marketing in the 

Sharing Economy, Journal of Marketing
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Chimenti (2021)



S HARING E CONOM Y IN  RETA I LING

▪ Digitalization enables new retail offers, which could be developed by the 

retailer themselves or in collaboration with existing actors

▪ Sustainability requires new retail offers, which could be developed by the 

retailer themselves or in collaboration with existing actors

▪ When adapting sharing elements, it is important to consider key 

characteristics as well as foundations

▪ There is no “one size fit all” or clear best practice, but rather a continuous 

evolution – with many failures along the way
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RE TAI L  AS  INFRAS TRUCTURE F OR C IRCU LARI TY

1. Moving focus from permanent ownership to temporary access

2. Temporary access involves economic transactions or quid-pro-quo 

exchanges that transfer value from one entity to another 

3. Requires a platform that identifies appropriate matches between providers 

and users of resources and facilitates their exchange

4. Expanding the role of consumers, typically seeing them take on roles from 

both the “demand side” and the “supply side” of the economic equation 
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Adapted from Eckhardt et al (2019), Marketing

in the Sharing Economy, Journal of Marketing



THE  3RS  OF  CIRCULAR 
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Reduce

Reuse

Recycle
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Reduce

Reuse

Recycle

Reduce consumption:
• Buy less
• Repair
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P RODUCT RE PAIR  AS  A  SE RVICE

▪ Increasing numbers of businesses and organizations offer repair as a service, 

due to concern for the environment and the pressure under the “right to 

repair” legislation (U.S., U.K., Europe, Australia).
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▪ 177 participants at a U.S. university lab stated a moderate to high likelihood 

of using repair services if they were offered by the electronic brands from 

which they frequently buy (M = 5.49, SD = 1.25, on a 7-point scale: 1 = “not at 

all”, to 7 = “very much”). 

▪ On average, they were willing to pay 24.4% of the original product’s price to 

repair their electronic products. 
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Liu, J., Cakanlar, A., & Nenkov, G. (2024). Repair as commitment: 
The role of brand loyalty. working paper.



W HAT DO ES  RE PARABI LI TY  COM MU NICATE?

17

Munten, P., & Vanhamme, J. (2023). To reduce waste, have it repaired! The quality 

signaling effect of product repairability. Journal of Business Research, 156, 113457.



(W HE N) DO CONSU ME RS REP AIR  THE IR  P RODUCTS
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Liu, J., Cakanlar, A., & Nenkov, G. (2024). Repair as commitment: 
The role of brand loyalty. working paper.

There is a negative relationship between brand loyalty and 

consumers’ willingness to repair their electronic products.

This occurs because loyal consumers’ commitment to their 

existing products is weakened by their desire for the latest 
version of the products. 



HO W TO PROM OTE  RE PAIR  BEHAVIOR?

n = 59 online campaigns that encourage consumers to repair their products

▪ 46% highlighted the environmental benefits of repair services (e.g., “Affordable, 
Eco-friendly, Fast”; Electro-Techno Repair Services 2023)

▪ 23% emphasized the social benefits (e.g., “independent shops keep repair fair”; 
iFixit 2023)

▪ 10% focused on self-sufficiency (e.g., “Tell everyone you fixed it yourself”; 
Patagonia 2023)

▪ 19% utilized consumer-product relationships in their campaign (e.g., “When you fall 
out of love with your bag, we will buy it from you”; the Handbag Spa 2023)

▪ 5% specifically focused on product commitment (e.g., “still in love with your 
favourites?” Repair Label 2023).
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HO W TO PROM OTE  RE PAIR  BEHAVIOR?

n = 26 managers in sustainable organizations the US, UK & Sweden

When promoting future repair events/services, to what extent do you think the promotional messages you 

will use should reflect the following themes?  (1 = not at all, 7 = very much) 
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Mean SD

Repair as a sustainable and ethical consumer practice 6.04 1.65

Repair as a fun activity 5.83 1.63

Repair as a useful skill one should master 5.21 1.79

Repair as a cost saving strategy 4.87 2.32

Repair as a convenient way to handle damage products 3.78 2.50

Repair as a commitment to care for one’s products 3.62 2.44
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Emphasizing product commitment in repair messaging—reminding consumers of their bond 
with their current— increases brand loyal consumers’ willingness to repair compared to the 
control and environmental messages.  
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Reduce

Reuse

Recycle

Reduce consumption:
• Buy less
• Repair

Reduce use of virgin materials through reuse:
• Take-back programs
• Secondary markets
• Recovered materials (recycle/upcycle)
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CONSU ME R RE ACTIONS  TO TAKE-BACK P ROGRAMS
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Tari, A., & Trudel, R. (2024). Affording disposal control: the effect of circular take-back 
programs on psychological ownership and valuation. Journal of Marketing, 88(3), 110-
126.

How much would you be willing to pay for this armchair ($0-$350)?



CONSU ME R RE ACTIONS  TO TAKE-BACK P ROGRAMS
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How much would you be willing to pay for this armchair ($0-$350)?

Increased participants willingness to pay %12
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P REDICTORS  OF SE COND HAND BAS ED ON PRE VIOU S RES EARCH

▪ Price sensitivity

▪ Ethical and environmental concerns

▪ Nostalgic pleasures
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S OCIAL VALU E OF S ECONDHAND P RODUCTS
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Huang, F., & Fishbach, A. (2021). Feeling lonely increases interest in previously 
owned products. Journal of Marketing Research, 58(5), 968-980.

Control Group Lonely group

wrote about a typical day in their lives wrote about a lonely experience.

Imagine that you would like to buy the book called “the Little Prince”. When you check your 

options online, you find two different books. Which one would you choose? 
(0 = A new book ($6.70), 1 = A used book in the good condition ($3.50)



S OCIAL VALU E OF S ECONDHAND P RODUCTS
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Huang, F., & Fishbach, A. (2021). Feeling lonely increases interest in previously 
owned products. Journal of Marketing Research, 58(5), 968-980.

Control Group Lonely group

wrote about a typical day in their lives wrote about a lonely experience.

69% 
select used book

85% 
select used book

Used products symbolically connect present consumers with past ones.







P REDICTORS  OF SE COND HAND BAS ED ON PRE VIOU S RES EARCH

▪ Price sensitivity

▪ Ethical and environmental concerns

▪ Nostalgic pleasures

▪ Social value
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CHALL ENGE S W HE N US ING  RE CYCLE D M ATER IALS

36

Meng, M. D., & Leary, R. B. (2021). It might be ethical, but I won't buy it: Perceived 
contamination of, and disgust towards, clothing made from recycled plastic 
bottles. Psychology & Marketing, 38(2), 298-312.



• Made from 100% used plastic bottles

• Standard sizing

• Double stitching

• Comes in a variety of colors 

• Made from 100% unused plastic bottles

• Standard sizing

• Double stitching

• Comes in a variety of colors 

Group 1 Group 2

How likely are you to buy this t-shirt? (1 = Extremely unlikely, 7 = Extremely likely)
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Consumers consider T-shirts made from used plastic bottles to be dirty, 

which decreases the likelihood of purchasing the T-shirt.



The effect of perceived contamination is present only when the product is intended to be worn close to the 
skin, as contamination is heightened through touch.

The effect is not expected to be present when the intended use is not in constant contact with the skin (e.g., 
carrying bags). 



A tv in a living room

Description automatically generated

https://www.samsung.com/au/tvs/lifestyle-tv/upcycle-packaging/?srsltid=AfmBOoqn-gGYlFuyCRQaFIbbpFZa68YdCR_BoUzgcd6fEB0HfrUfOOn2


Sustainability GroupTransformation Group

Cakanlar, A., Nenkov, G., and Winterich K. P, 
“Transformation and Reuse”, (working paper)



Sustainability GroupTransformation Group



Sustainability GroupTransformation Group
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Transformation 

messaging
Brand Attitude

Product Usage

+ +

Transformational messaging encourages consumers to see greater utility in products, highlighting 

not just their immediate usefulness but also their capacity to deliver benefits and meet needs over 
a longer period leading to an expectation to use products longer. The expectation of an extended 
product life  positively affects their brand evaluations and buying decisions. 



Leveraging transformational messages can create a win-win situation by increasing 

consumer interest, extending product usage, and reducing environmental impact.
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Reduce

Reuse

Recycle

Reduce consumption:
• Buy less
• Repair

Reduce use of virgin materials through reuse:
• Take-back programs
• Secondary markets
• Recovered materials (recycle/upcycle)

Making sure that reuse is possible by stimulating 
recycling



RE CYCLING

▪ Recycling is at the end of the 3R Principle of Reduce Reuse, Recycle for good 

reason, as it has its limitations (e.g., downgrading and limited market for 

recycled plastics; Hopewell et al., 2009; OECD , 2023). 
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CONCL US IO NS :  M AKING RETA I L C IRCUL AR

▪ Increasingly retailers are required to take responsibility of their products ”from 
cradle to grave” – this requires new offers and relationships with consumers.

▪ Retail is well-positioned to use existing infrastructures in new ways, creating 

room for circular and sharing features that could potentially help shape a 

more sustainable future. Making retailing more sustainable will most likely 
require big changes in both operations and business models. 

▪ Currently many retailers are looking at ways to make their business more 

circular. Reduce, reuse, recycle (3Rs) are central tenants in the circular 
economy, implementing them in retail comes with several opportunities but 

also challenges – especially when you want to engage consumers in their 

application. 
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E XAMP LE S OF  O THER  ONGOING RES EARCH PROJ ECTS

▪ Wiley Wakeman (social goals for repairs + repair and loyalty)

▪ Christoph Baldauf (take-back + circular packaging in e-com)

▪ Maja Fors (take-back + preference for professional/peer second hand)

▪ Alexander Mafael (returns and payments + misbehavior in sharing economy)
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February 19

May 14

September 24

November 19

Topics will be shared in January 2025

Thoughts, comments, ideas:
karl.strelis@hhs.se

NEX T CF R  E ARLY  INS IGH TS



F OLL OW US ON INSTAGRAM:  @ CENTE RFORRE TAIL ING
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