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Certifications in Circularity: Practices and perceptions 
on ecolabel use by circular economy frontrunners  

ABSTRACT  

There is a need to better understand the role of eco-

labels in the Circular Economy transition (Marrucci 

et al., 2019; Meis-Harris et al. 2021). The aim of this 

research was to study the perspectives and practic-

es of ecolabel use among Finnish companies with 

circular economy business models. The survey –

based research targeting 214 companies (response 

rate 18%) showed that ecolabels were not common-

ly used by the circular economy frontrunner compa-

nies.   Many respondents were SMEs for whom the 

monetary and human resources from obtaining eco-

labels are high. There was no unified view regarding 

the role of ecolabels in a circular economy. A quar-

ter of the respondents did consider that ecolabels 

support their circular economy goals. Open respons-

es pointed for example to the role ecolabels can 

play in indicating the quality of byproduct used as a 

raw material. Future research should better under-

stand the type of information that is requested for 

secondary raw materials and whether there is a role 

for ecolabels in this regard.  

The recognition that the Earth cannot sustainably support the cur-

rent scale and patterns of consumption and production has led to a 

great interest in a Circular Economy (C.E.) among academia, industry 

an policymakers around the world. Fundamental changes in business 

and market logic are associated with the C.E. transition, enabled with 

a suitable policy mix, among other means. The European Commission 

Circular Economy Action Plan 2020 recognises the important role of 

product environmental information tools such as voluntary Type 1 

ecolabels, in the journey towards C.E. However, to date, the relation 

between C.E. and ecolabels continues to be a little researched topic 

(Marrucci et al. 2019, Meis-Harris et al., 2021).  This research contrib-

utes to the ongoing discussion on the role of ecolabels in a C.E. tran-

sition by addressing the use of ecolabels by Finnish companies with 

C.E. business models.  

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

This research targeted Finnish companies with circular economy busi-

ness models. The sample was chosen from two publicly available, ex-

pert-compiled listings: The ”Most interesting companies in Circular 

Economy in Finland” by Sitra, the Finnish Innovation Fund and the 

FINIX project’s ”Sustainable textiles trailblazers in Finland”. A ques-

tionnaire was sent to both lists in February– March 2021. The ques-

tionnaire mapped the perceptions of companies on sustainability 

and circularity as well as their use of a variety (27) of ecolabels (Type 

1 and non-type 1). The questionnaire included also possibilities for 

written answers, which expanded on the perceptions of companies.  

The response rate was 18 % (39/214). The respondents were general-

ly small and micro enterprises (79%).  The companies represented 

different industries   with textile sector well represented. The compa-

nies offered mostly a physical product (67%), but some (28%) offered 

a service and product and 5% a service. This poster presents a selec-

tion of the statistical analysis carried out by SPSS as well as the coded 

and categorised open ended answers.  

CIRCULAR ECONOMY BUSINESS MODELS OF RESPONDENTS 

The respondent companies were mainly applying a product life ex-

tension business model. Concurrently, they rated actions making 

products durable as the most important circularity action.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1  C.E. Business Model of Respondents  
 

ECOLABELS NOT IMPORTANT FOR A MAJORITY OF C.E. COMPANIES 

Most of the survey respondent companies (77%)  did not have have 

any ecolabelled products or services.  Ecolabel use did not correlate 

with industry type, number of employees, annual revenue or prod-

uct type (Mann-Whitney U –test ). Also, only 5% (n=2) of the re-

spondents aimed to get new ecolabels, 51% were not aiming at new 

ecolabels and 44% did not know whether the company aimed at ob-

taining a new ecolabel. These future plans did not have any signifi-

cant statistical correlation   with annual revenue, number of employ-

ees, industry sector or already having ecolabels (Kruskall-Wallis –

test ).  The most commonly used ecolabels were the textile sector la-

bels GOTS and Öko-tex (both 4). The Nordic Swan was in use by two 

respondents. Other ecolabels had only one user (Figure 2).  

Figure 2 Ecolabels of respondents  
 

SUPPLY CHAIN INFORMATION REQUESTED BY SOME COMPANIES  

Ecolabels, other certifications, environmental product declarations, 

and environmental management systems were required from suppli-

ers by 36% of respondent companies. None of the respondents re-

quired Product Environmental Footprint. However, ISO14001 was re-

quired by 4 respondents, ecolabels by 6  companies and certifica-

tions by 8 respondents (Figure 3).   

Figure 3  Information required from suppliers  
 

RESOURCE NEEDS FOR ECOLABELS TOO HIGH FOR SMES 

While the main reasons for the uptake of ecolabels were the im-

proved competitiveness or product value, customer encouragement 

and increased company value, ecolabels were not acquired due to 

the cost and length of the process. Open responses indicate that the 

costs of acquiring an ecolabel are too high compared to the per-

ceived environmental or market benefit. Lack of (human) resources, 

heavy certifying processes and lack of additional sustainability bene-

fit from acquiring a label were described.  Some companies would 

like to have suppliers with ecolabels, but they are hard to find.  Oth-

ers prefer having local SMEs as suppliers despite lack of ecolabel.  

PERSPECTIVES ON ECOLABEL ROLE IN C.E. DIVIDED 

The respondents’ perspectives on the role of ecolabels in circular 

economy were divided. A quarter of the companies considered eco-

labels to support their circular economy goals. Open responses 

pointed to the link between ecolabels and use of recycled materials 

and components. For example, a certification on a secondary raw 

material  in another product acts as a sign of trustworthiness.  

Sources:  Marrucci, L., Daddi, T., Iraldo, F., 2019. The integration of circular economy with 

sustainable consumption and production tools: Systematic review and future research 

agenda. Journal of Cleaner Production 240, 118268.. doi:10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.118268  
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CONCLUSIONS  

→ A  sample of Finnish companies was studied with a re-

sponse rate of 18% (n=39).  

 

→ There was no clear perception on the use of ecolabels 

in support of circular economy. Many entrepreneurs 

with circular start ups weighed the costs of ecolabels 

high compared to the environmental or market bene-

fit.  

  

→ The role of certifications in recycled raw material 

should be further studied.  

 

→ The research will continue with interviews with com-

panies.  

 

https://www.sitra.fi/en/projects/interesting-companies-circular-economy-finland/
https://www.sitra.fi/en/projects/interesting-companies-circular-economy-finland/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/u/0/d/1n-hFthncPrEQceYi8AIX8oQ5yT8xr9TIOra5jSQzlpg/htmlview

