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What circular economy IS NOT

Not always circular

economy is associated

to correct concepts

and ideas

The common 

perception on circular

economy is probably

not so clear

A new fulfillment or legal obligation

A fashionable practice (actually existing for 
centuries…)

A matter related only to waste: not just recycling, 
but also optimization of production inputs and 
reuse of materials to make them as much durable 
as possible

An opportunity only for large enterprises 
(although plenty of successful experiences 
come from SMEs…)
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So, what about circular economy?

Circular economy is an economic system designed to be 

able to regenerate, in which the waste of a production 

becomes largely raw material of a different production -

becoming the second raw material - or when it is reused 

or recycled to minimize or even cancel the waste, always 

putting the raw or semi-finished material in circulation 

(Circular Economy Network, 2018)

Circular economy is regenerative and (...) is based on 
three principles: reducing waste and pollution, keeping 
products and materials in operation, regenerating natural 
systems (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2014)

Strictly related to

ecodesign

secondary raw 

materials

dematerialisation

product service 

system

industrial symbiosis
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So, what about circular economy?

Circular economy is an economic system designed to be 

able to regenerate, in which the waste of a production 

becomes largely raw material of a different production -

becoming the second raw material - or when it is reused 

or recycled to minimize or even cancel the waste, always 

putting the raw or semi-finished material in circulation 

(Circular Economy Network, 2018)

Circular economy is regenerative and (...) is based on 
three principles: reducing waste and pollution, keeping 
products and materials in operation, regenerating natural 
systems (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2014)

Our research question:

What impact does the 

adoption of the 

principles of a circular 

economy have on 

corporate 

performance and 

reputation?
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Methodology & Respondents

SME

47%

Big

53%

719 CAWI respondents 

between 

February – July 2018: 

CEO e manager in 

marketing & 

communication, 

trading, media e 

finance

19%

14%

25%

27%

15%

44%

49%

5%

Services

Manifacturing

NGO & PA

n.a.
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Methodology & Respondents

SME

47%

Big

53%

19%

14%

25%

27%

15%

6 sections:

1. awareness

2. motivations 

3. actions taken

4. performance

5. corporate reputation

6. respondents

44%

49%

5%

Services

Manifacturing

NGO & PA

n.a.
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46%

59%

52%

45%

62%

62%

71%

80%

53%

69%

Awareness

Sustainability is a 
concept known to all 

countries, while 
circular economy is 
known above all in 

France (62%) and Spain
(59%).

The closest to the 
concept of the circular 
economy are the large 

firms (61%) the 
manufacturing sector 

(57%), as well as the 
NGOs and the public 

sector (62%)

Q: How much do you know the following topics? 1-5 point scale, where 1 = totally unknown and 5 = totally known. 
Here, data in % related to 4+5 point-scale evaluation are presented

Circular economy

Sustainability

7%

8%

28%

12%

17%

Data in % on 4 to 5 point-scale evaluation are presented
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Associations
There are differences in 

associations between 
countries

Large firms associate 
circular economy to an 

efficient use of 
resources (77%), the 

medium-sized to 
economic efficiency 

(64%), while the small 
ones see circular economy 

as a radical approach 
(62%)

No significant 
differences between 

sectors
55%

55%

56%

61%

71%

60%

62%

73%

78%

53%

87%

63%

54%

43%

33%

44%

72%

72%

72%

65%

Waste 
management

Cost effective
practice

Resource&Energy
efficiency

Radical approach to 
make and use waste 

material

Q: Thinking about the circular economy, how much do you agree with the following statements? 1-5 point scale, where 1 = 
totally disagree and 5 = totally agree. Here, 4+5 data %  are presented 



MATURE (44% of sample)
Their attention to the circular economy is  

ABOVE THE AVERAGE

X

OPEN (29% of sample)
Their attention to the circular economy is  

IN THE AVERAGE

CLOSED (27% of sample)
Their attention to the circular economy is  

BELOW THE AVERAGE

The 3 clusters represent 3 different ways 
of taking “circular actions”

49% 42% 31% 49% 50%

36% 15% 32% 31% 27%

15% 43% 37% 20% 23%

3 clusters

Starting from the level of knowledge and actions taken on waste treatment, reduction and recycling, an index was built with the following scores: 100 score in case of a 5-point evaluation; 65 
score in case of 4 points, 35 score in case of 3 points, 10 score in case of 2 points, 0 score in case of 1 point. Based on the score obtained, the respondents were classified into 3 groups: CLOSED 
with a score lower than 650, OPEN with a 650 to 900 score, MATURE with a score higher than 900.



51%35%

27%32%

22%33%

48%40%

29%30%

23%30%

3 clusters

The 3 clusters represent 3 different ways 
of taking “circular actions”

MATURE (44% of sample)
Their attention to the circular economy is  

ABOVE THE AVERAGE

X

OPEN (29% of sample)
Their attention to the circular economy is  

IN THE AVERAGE

CLOSED (27% of sample)
Their attention to the circular economy is  

BELOW THE AVERAGE

Starting from the level of knowledge and actions taken on waste treatment, reduction and recycling, an index was built with the following scores: 100 score in case of a 5-point evaluation; 65 
score in case of 4 points, 35 score in case of 3 points, 10 score in case of 2 points, 0 score in case of 1 point. Based on the score obtained, the respondents were classified into 3 groups: CLOSED 
with a score lower than 650, OPEN with a 650 to 900 score, MATURE with a score higher than 900.
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29%

20%

24%

21%
16%

33%

29%

46%

42%

46%

40%
48%

64%

52%

75%

68%

72%

61%

73%

83%

76%

The owners’ 
sensitivity to 

circularity is the 
strongest internal

driver

Market, customers
and community are 

three important
external drivers for 

the respondents, 
except for the 

«Closed»

Market

Regulatory
institutions

Community

Financial 
institutionsCustomers

Owners/
Managers

Employees

Q: Please, indicate how much the following factors are aligning or have aligned your company to circular economy. 1-5 point 
scale, where 1 = not at all and 5 = totally. Here, 4+5 data %  are presented 

Drivers towards circular economy



12 Hosted by MEP Simona Bonafè

Economic
and financial
performance

Relationship
with customers

Environmental
performance

18% 35% 67%

28% 51% 81%

29% 51% 83%

% mature 
- % closed

+54

+53

+49

Circular economy 

impacts above all on 

the environmental 

performance and on 

the relationship with

customers

The more mature the 

adoption of the 

circular principles, the 

better the 

performance

Q: Thinking about the impact of circular economy on your company’s performances, how much do you agree with the following 
statements? 1-5 point scale, where 1 = no impact and 5 = total impact. Here, 4+5 data %  are presented 

Circular economy & performance
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Economic
and financial
performance

Relationship
with customers

Environmental
performance

18% 35% 67%

28% 51% 81%

29% 51% 83%

% mature 
- % closed

+54

+53

+49

Q: Thinking about the impact of circular economy on your company’s performances, how much do you agree with the following 
statements? 1-5 point scale, where 1 = no impact and 5 = total impact. Here, 4+5 data %  are presented 

Circular economy & performance

In all 3 clusters, 

brand image and 

reputation 

gain the highest 

evaluation
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Economic
and financial
performance

Relationship
with customers

Environmental
performance

18% 35% 67%

28% 51% 81%

29% 51% 83%

% mature 
- % closed

+54

+53

+49

Q: Thinking about the impact of circular economy on your company’s performances, how much do you agree with the following 
statements? 1-5 point scale, where 1 = no impact and 5 = total impact. Here, 4+5 data %  are presented 

Circular economy & performance

Brand image is 

evaluated with 4 to 5 

points by 37% of 

closed, 63% of open, 

and 87% of mature. 

Reputation is 

evaluated with 4 to 5 

points by 40% of 

closed, 62% of open 

and 87% of mature
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Ipsos’ approach to Corporate Reputation

Advocacy

Trust

Favourability

Familiarity

TRUST is the 
key point of the 

model

“Supporters” promote Corporate 
Reputation, ultimately consolidating the 
pyramid

Keeping promises builds trust

Strong emotional attachment 
generates favourability

“Emotional attachment” is at the basis 
of Corporate Reputation
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How do companies evaluate their own Corporate 
Reputation?

67%

70%

68%

67%

REPUTATION 68% 73%62%

61% 71%

67% 73%

64% 72%

57% 76%

Company size is 
the main driver of 

Corporate 
Reputation, while 

sectors play a 
secondary role: 

big companies evaluate 
their own Corporate 

Reputation more 
positively than SMEs

The more you are 
known, the better your 
perception of your own 
Corporate Reputation

Question: with regard to the Corporate Reputation of your company among key stakeholders (customers, suppliers, local
communities, Institutions,…), to what extent do you agree with the following statements? (5-point scale evaluation, where
1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree. Data displayed: 0-100 indices)

Advocacy

Trust

Favourability

Familiarity
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68%

53%

68%
78%

Totale aziende Chiusi Aperti Maturi

Circular Economy strategies improve companies’ 
satisfaction for their own Corporate Reputation

In addition to size, 

the adoption of 
Circular Economy 

principles
is positively 

correlated to 

Corporate 
Reputation 
satisfactionALL 

COMPANIES

Reputation Index
Closed

Open

Mature

Question: with regard to the Corporate Reputation of your company among key stakeholders (customers, suppliers, local
communities, Institutions,…), to what extent do you agree with the following statements? (5-point scale evaluation, where
1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree. Data displayed: 0-100 indices)



19 Hosted by MEP Simona Bonafè

The positive impact of Circular Economy strategies 
is not affected by company size

The increasing 
adoption of Circular 

Economy principles has 

a positive impact 
on Corporate 

Reputation, both 
for SMEs and big 

companies: there is a 

+25 points difference 
between mature and 

closed SMEs, as well as 
a +22 points difference 

with regard to big 
companies

73% 58% 71% 80%

Totale aziende Chiusi Aperti Maturi
BIG 

COMPANIES

Question: with regard to the Corporate Reputation of your company among key stakeholders (customers, suppliers, local
communities, Institutions,…), to what extent do you agree with the following statements? (5-point scale evaluation, where
1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree. Data displayed: 0-100 indices)

62% 49% 63% 74%

Totale aziende Chiusi Aperti Maturi

Reputation Index

SMEs
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All Corporate Reputation building blocks are 
positively affected by Circular Economy strategies

67%

70%

68%

67%

Companies with a 

mature approach 
to Circular 

Economy benefit 

from a  high level 
of trust, the most 

important element of 
Corporate Reputation

66%51%

69%56%

68%55%

67%50%

76%

80%

77%

78%

ALL 
COMPANIES

Question: with regard to the Corporate Reputation of your company among key stakeholders (customers, suppliers, local
communities, Institutions,…), to what extent do you agree with the following statements? (5-point scale evaluation, where
1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree. Data displayed: 0-100 indices)

Advocacy

Trust

Favourability

Familiarity
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Advocacy

Trust

Favourability

Familiarity

What are the main drivers of Corporate 
Reputation?

Offer

CORPORATE REPUTATION DRIVERS
‘’A good Reputation 

comes from living your 
values, delivering for 

customers, making good 
decisions, meeting and 
exceeding performance 

standards, 

demonstrating good 

behaviours across 
organization. 

IT IS SHOWING NOT 
TELLING’’

(Anne Gregory)

Ethics

Financial management

Vision
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Advocacy

Trust

Favourability

Familiarity

According to companies, offer and financial 
management are the most important drivers of 

Corporate Reputation

CORPORATE REPUTATION DRIVERS

Regardless of the 
company, 

offer is the driver 
with the 

strongest impact 
on Corporate 
Reputation

Offer1

3

4

2

Drivers were ranked according to their level of correlation with Corporate Reputation

Financial management

Vision

Ethics
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Companies that disregard Circular Economy 
principles focus mainly on their offer, while mature 

companies have a more holistic vision While the Corporate 
Reputation of 

companies that  

neglect Circular 

Economy strategies is 
mainly based on their 

offer, mature 
companies focus on 

all 4 pillars when 
building their 

Corporate 

Reputation: they 
have more  wide-

ranging vision

Level of correlation between drivers and Corporate Reputation

0,71

0,70

0,68

0,65

ALL 
COMPANIES

0,550,77

0,640,65

0,480,68

0,410,64

0,54

0,55

0,58

0,56

• Offer

• Financial management

• Vision

• Ethics

1

3

4

2



24 Hosted by MEP Simona Bonafè

+34

+43

+43

+44

+38

Mature companies differentiate themselves through 
their innovative products, as well as effective brand 

management and communication strategies

For mature companies:

- Having a good offer, 

in addition to well-
known products and 

services, means 

offering innovative 
solutions

-Offer

+47

+47

Financial Management

Question: as far as your company is concerned, to what extent do you agree with the following sentences? (5-point scale 
evaluation, where 1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree. Data displayed: evaluations equal to 4 and 5 points)

Well-known products and brands

Good reputation for innovative 
products

Very effective communication

Effective brand management

Positive brand equity

Effective financial management

Ability to attract talent
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+48

+44

+48

+39

Mature companies evaluate both their vision of the 
future and their CSR initiatives more positively than 

closed companies

For mature companies:

- Having a vision
means being a trend-

setter
- Behaving ethically 

means promoting 
effective CSR 

initiatives

Vision

Ethics

-

Question: as far as your company is concerned, to what extent do you agree with the following sentences? (5-point scale 
evaluation, where 1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree. Data displayed: evaluations equal to 4 and 5 points)

Well-known for its vision of 
the future / trend-setter

Company regarded as market 
leader

Very effective CSR initiatives

Company regarded as an 
ethical role model
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Unioncamere – Symbola Report

Cohesive companies

Manufacturing 
companies with a 

number of relationships 
higher than the average

Unioncamere’s survey among small and medium manufacturing companies conducted in May and June 2018
(sample = 1300 companies)

Companies that have incrased their turnover in 2017-2018
(% values)

Total

Small

Medium

Cohesive

Non-cohesive

Cohesive

Not cohesive

Cohesive

Non-cohesive

Cohesive

Non-cohesive
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The circular economy impacts above all on the environmental performance and on the 
relationship with the customer03

04
In all 3 clusters, brand image and reputation assume the highest response 
rates on all performance dimensions. The most attentive firms enjoy a 
higher level of trust compared to those that are more distant from circularity

05
A more mature approach to the circular economy leads 
enterprises to manage all the 4 drivers of reputation: offer, 
financial management, vision and ethics

To sum up…

The circular economy is known in a transversal way with respect to the nationality, sector and size of the 
respondents, even if there is greater awareness among the large manufacturing enterprises. Circularity is 
associated with a profitable practice, a radical approach to the use of waste materials and to energy and 
resource efficiency

01

The main drivers of the circularity are the sensitivity of the owners / management, of the 
employees, as well as the requests of the market and of the community. The more mature the 
adoption of circular principles, the higher the corporate performance
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