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Abstract

Despite growing interest in the circular economy (CE) in the hotel sector and extensive
research identifying the conditions associated with its implementation, evidence remains
insufficienton the organisational processes through which CE implementation takes shape.
This research gap is the focus of the presentstudy, which, recognising managers as agents
of organisational change, addresses the following research question: How do managerial
interpretations shape CE implementation? The study adopted a qualitative research
approach, using semi-structured interviews with 20 managers of independent hotels and
hotels operating within domestic and international hotel chains in the Republic of Croatia.
Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. The findings show that CE
implementation cannot be fully explained by the implementation conditions identified in the
existing literature alone. Based on these findings, the Selective Integration Model of CE
Implementation in the Hotel Sector is proposed to explain how managerial interpretations
shape CE implementation. By shifting the focus from identifying the conditions to explaining
the process through which CE takes shape in hotels, the study offers a new theoretical
explanation of CE integration in the hotel sector. The study also indicates that advancing CE
implementation requires managers to continually develop their understanding of CE as
a strategic orientation, as managerial interpretations guide the selection and im plementation
of circular practices.

Implications for the Central European audience: Because advancing the circular economy
is one of the objectives of Central European cooperation, the study contributes to
understanding how regional circular transition objectives translate into organisational -level
implementation and business practice.

Keywords: circular economy; hotel sector; managerial interpretations; Selective Integration
Model; qualitative research
JEL Classification: L83, Q56, M14
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Introduction

The circulareconomy (CE) has gainedincreasing attention as an approach to addressing the
environmental and resource-related challenges associated with the traditional linear
paradigm of “take-make-dispose” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2012). The conceptfocuses
on regenerative approaches to resource use while simultaneously reducing energy
consumption, waste, and other harmful environmental impacts (Bocken et al., 2017;
Geissdoerferetal., 2017;Kirchherr etal., 2017; Merli et al., 2018; Potting et al., 2017; Sorin
& Sivarajah, 2021).

The scientific literature on the CE is predominantly focused on manufacturing sectors in
developed economies (Bittner etal., 2024; Garcia-Quevedo et al., 2020; Liakos et al., 2019),
while in the service sector, and particularly in tourism and hospitality, the CE conceptremains
in an early stage of development (Sorin & Sivarajah,2021). However,the importance of CE
implementation in the hospitality sector, together with the need for stronger scholarly
attention, arises from the sector's considerable environmentalfootprint. As the infrastructural
base of the tourism offering, the accommodation sector is responsible for the consum ption of
approximately 5% of global water supplies. It accounts for 1% of global CO, emissions
(UNWTO, 2019), while the tourism industry as a whole generates about 8% of global
greenhouse gas emissions (Lenzen et al., 2018). Moreover, tourism destinations often face
seasonal pressures, which are particularly manifested through increased waste generation
and resource consumption (Sekito et al., 2019). However, the tourism and hospitality sector
is still characterised by linear patterns of production and consumption (Epler Wood, 2017).

Recent hospitality research has expanded knowledge on CE implementation by identifying
a broad range of practices and conditions that support its adoption (Axhami et al., 2023;
Eikelenboom & Long, 2023; Gaffar et al., 2021; Rodriguez-Antdn & Alonso-Almeida, 2019;
Sgrensen & Baerenholdt, 2020). However, researchers have largely examined these factors
as implementation conditions, providing only a partial understanding. Recent hospitality
research continues to examine implementation through barriers and drivers (Mora-Contreras
etal., 2025;Sorin & Sivarajah,2021), while evidence shows that interestin CE and external
pressures do not necessarily translate into substantial organisational action in hotels
(Vacultikova et al.,, 2025). At the same time, emerging CE research points to the
interpretative dimension of im plementation, showing that managerial sensemaking shapes
how the circular transition is understood and the strategies pursued by organisational actors
(Nyffenegger et al., 2024). These findings indicate the need to move beyond identifying
implementation conditions towards understanding the process through which CE is
interpreted and implemented in practice. The present study therefore adopts a process
perspective to deepen understanding of CE implementation in hotel organisations and
addresses the following research question:

e How do managerial interpretations shape the implementation of the circular
economy?

The research was conducted on a sample of managersin the hotel sector of the Republic of
Croatia, a country that strategically promotes sustainable tourism and whose economy
largely depends on tourism. Croatia has adopted several strategic documents that integrate
the CE, such as the National Development Strategy until 2030 (Croatian Parliament, 2021),
the Low-Carbon Development Strategy until 2030, with a view to 2050 (MINGOR, 2021) and
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the Waste Management Plan for the period 2023-2028 (MINGOR, 2023). Finally, as
aregulatory framework relevant to tourism, the Strategy for Sustainable Tourism
Development by 2030 (MINTS, 2022) defines a series of measures to build a resilient and
environmentally responsible tourism offering. In this context, Croatiais a suitable setting for
examining organisationalapproachesto CE implementation in the hotel sector. However, the
relevance of the Croatian context extends beyond the national setting. Croatia is part of the
Interreg CENTRAL EUROPE cooperation area, within which advancing the circular economy
is defined as a specific objective of regional cooperation (Interreg CENTRAL EUROPE,
2021). Although individual studies have examined CE implementation in the hospitality sector
in Central European countries, available empirical research has focused primarily on
organisational readiness, implementation conditions, and specific circular practices
(Jaroszewski & Muradin, 2026; Kachniewska, 2018). As a tourism-intensive economy,
Croatia provides an opportunity to examine astill insufficiently explained dimension of the
circulartransition: the organisational processthat connects broader CE ambitions with their
implementation in hotel practice.

1 Literature review

Although the CE has been discussed for more than three decades, it continues to encompass
diverse conceptual interpretations (Hartley et al., 2020). Nevertheless, contemporary
definitions converge in understanding CE as a regenerative economic system that seeks to
preserve the value of resources by closing material and energy loops, reducing waste
generation, and redesigning products, processes, and business models (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation, 2012; Franklin-Johnson et al., 2016; Geng et al., 2009; Kirchherr et al., 2017).
Today, the concept is also viewed through the lens of redesigning organisational systems
capable of creating environmental, economic, and social value (Kirchherretal., 2017; TiSma
etal., 2017), implying changesin business models, organisational practices and routines, as
well as managerial approaches (Brown & Michael, 2003; Lazarevic & Valve, 2017).

Parallel to the development of the concept, research interest has also evolved towards its
implementation. In that sense, existing research indicates a gradual shift from conceptual
discussions towards understanding how CE is implemented within organisations
(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Urbinati et al., 2017). As aresult,
a substantial and valuable body of research has emerged, focusing on identifying the
conditions that support CE implementation. Existing studies identify organisational
capabilities, business process redesign, and broader organisational change as key
components of successful CE implementation (Bocken etal., 2017; Centobelli et al., 2020;
Geissdoerfer etal., 2017; Urbinati et al., 2017). At the same time, collaboration across the
value chain, organisational learning, and a supportive institutional environment have been
recognised as important factors facilitating the adoption of CE practices (Niero etal., 2017,
Saavedraetal., 2018; Salmenperaetal.,2021;van Langen etal., 2021). On the other hand,
studies point to various structural constraints that hinder CE implementation. Rigid business
models, insufficient organisational readiness, limited knowledge and competences,
regulatory complexity, and the absence of supportive economic instruments are among the
most frequently identified barriers across different organisational contexts (Bocken et al.,
2017; Droege et al., 2021; Kirchherr et al., 2017; Preston et al.,, 2019). Economic
considerations occupy a particularly prominent place in this context, as organisations are
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more likely to implement CE when they generate measurable financial benefits or contribute
to long-term competitiveness (Gusmerotti et al., 2019).

Within this broader research stream, CE research in tourism and hospitality developed
considerably later and remains arelatively young field (Sorin & Sivarajah, 2021). Research
interest has nevertheless grown in recent years, with CE gradually emerging as adistinct
research stream within sustainable tourism (Axhami et al., 2023; Bittner et al., 2024; Bux &
Amicarelli, 2023; Del Vecchio et al., 2022). Initial research focused primarily on practical
aspects of environmental management, including more efficient use of energy and water,
waste management, and the reduction of the negative environmental impacts of hotel
operations (Jones et al.,, 2016; Jones & Wynn, 2019). The contribution of this body of
literature is reflected in the finding that CE can contribute to reducing environmental im pacts
while simultaneously increasing hotel efficiency. Over time, research interest expanded
towards CE as a considerably broader and more complex phenomenon involving changes in
business models, value creation, innovation, and stakeholder collaboration (Axhami et al.,
2023; Gaffaretal., 2021; Manniche et al., 2021; Rodriguez-Anton & Alonso-Almeida, 2019).
Accordingly, the scope of research topics in this field has expanded, bringing organisational
capabilities, technological innovation, value chain collaboration, and long -term value creation
through CE implementation to the forefront of scientific discussion (Bittner et al., 2024; Bux
& Amicarelli, 2023; Camilleri, 2021). The research field has gradually matured, and CE
implementation is increasingly approached as a complex organisational transformaton
process (Axhami et al., 2023; Bittner et al., 2024; Bux & Amicarelli, 2023; Camilleri, 2021;
Manniche et al., 2021).

This developmenthas also produced substantialknowledge of the conditions associated with
CEimplementation in the hotel industry. Organisational capabilities, technological innovation,
stakeholderinvolvement, and institutional supportare identified as im portantenabling factors,
while financial constraints, limited organisational resources, and regulatory complexity
representthe main barriers toimplementation (Axhami etal.,2023; Bittner etal., 2024; Gaffar
et al., 2021; Rodriguez-Antén & Alonso-Almeida, 2019). Alongside studies addressing
specific aspects of CE implementation (Bux & Amicarelli,2023; Lagioia et al., 2024; Martin -
Rios et al., 2022), one of the most significant conceptual contributions is the Circular
Economy Applicability Framework developed by Sorin and Sivarajah (2021). The framework
integrates implementation drivers, organisational enablers, barriers, and value -creation
opportunities into a coherent conceptual model, providing a comprehensive explanation of
the organisational, technological, and institutional contextin which CE implementation occurs
in the hotel sector.

However, identifying implementation conditions does notfully explain how they become part
of organisational action. Mora-Contreras et al. (2025) call for greater attention to the
relationships between implementation conditions and the organisational proce sses through
which circular practices emerge, while recent hospitality research shows that interestin CE
and external pressures may coexist with limited implementationin practice (Vacul€ikova et
al., 2025). This limitation has directed attention towards the interpretative processes that
connectimplementation conditions with organisational responses. Managerial sensemaking
shapes how organisational actors understand the circular transition and the strategies they
pursue (Nyffeneggeretal., 2024), while managerial cognition has beenidentified as part of
the internal process through which external sustainability pressures are translated into
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organisational action (Khan & Patala, 2026). These studies provide a basis for considering
implementation conditions and managerial interpretations as interrelated elements of CE
implementation, while the organisational process connecting managerial interpretations with
implementation remains insufficiently understood.

2 Research methodology

A qualitative approach was adopted in this study as the most appropriate framework,
particularly well-suited to studies aimed at understandingmeanings, organisational contexts,
and the processes by which participants interpret their own experiences and shape
organisational action (Maxwell, 2013).

Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted to collectthe data. The target population
consisted of managers of domestic and international hotel chains operating in the Republic
of Croatia, taking into account their structural importance within the national hotel sector.
Managers of independent hotels were also included to capture variation in the organisational
and ownership contexts within which CE is interpreted and implemented and to avoid
concentrating the sample within a single corporate setting.

Purposive sampling was initially employed to identify participants who met the predefined
eligibility criteria and represented different organisational contexts and managernal
perspectives within the hotel sector. Eligible participants included general managers of hotels
belonging to hotel chains or independent hotels, as well as managers responsible for hotel
operations, since all possessed the knowledge, skills, competencies, and managerial
responsibilities relevant to the implementation of the circular economy in hotel practice.
Those managerial positions were selected given their directinvolvementin decision -making
related to the implementation of the CE and their access to information necessary for
understanding organisational processes. Snowball sampling was used as the sampling
strategy, as it proved useful in overcoming limitations related to participant accessibility
(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981).

The initial purposive sample comprised four participants: one managed an independenthotel,
two managed hotels belongingto domestic hotel chains, and one managed a hotel belonging
to aninternational hotel chain operating in Croatia. Each participant was asked to
recommend additional potential participants from their professional network, with each
participant suggesting between two and four candidates who expressed their willingness to
participate in the study.

The research was conducted in the period from January to March 2025. Potential participants
were preliminarily contacted via e-mail or telephone, during which the study's purpose and
objectives were explained. After agreeing to participate in the study, they received
an informed consent form by email for the audio recording of the interviews, and individual
interview appointments were scheduled. Mostinterviews were conducted online via Microsoft
Teams, while two were conducted by telephone. To ensure data comparability, the
researchertook notes throughoutall interviews to capture nuances in participants' responses,
regardless of the mode of interview administration. The interviews lasted between 27 and 70
minutes, with an average duration of 39 minutes.

The interview guide was developed in Croatian and was based on the interview guide
proposed by Sorin and Sivarajah (2021). The original thematic areas concerning managers’
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understanding of CE, its drivers, enablers, barriers, and value creation potential were
retained, together with the corresponding questions. The open structure of the interviews
allowed participants to elaborate on their understanding, experiences, and examples related
to CE implementation. While the interview guide ensured broad coverage of CE
implementation, the subsequentanalysis was guided by the research question and focused
on how managers interpreted CE and its implementationwithin their organisati onal contexts.
Data collection and analysis proceeded iteratively, allowing the adequacy of the dataset to
be considered in relation to the research question throughoutthe research process. The final
datasetcomprised 20 interviews and provided a sufficiently rich and diverse setof managerial
accounts across the organisational contexts included in the study, including seven
participants managing hotels belonging to domestic hotel chains, four participants managing
hotels belonging to international hotel chains, and nine participants managing independent
hotels. Following the recommendations of van Nes etal. (2010), the analysis was conducted
in Croatian, the original language of the interviews, to minimise the potential loss of meaning
during the translation process. For the analysis, all interviews were anonymised and
transcribed in full, while the accompanying notes taken during the interviews were also taken
into consideration.

Data analysis followed a reflexive thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022;
Braun et al., 2019), enabling the development of interpretative understanding through
iterative and reflexive engagement with the data. Familiarisation involved repeated reading
of the interview transcripts, the preparation of analytical notes, and the writing of reflexive
memos in which initial observations, emerging questions, possible interpretations, and
conceptual ideas developed during the analysis were systematically recorded (Braun &
Clarke, 2006; Braun et al., 2019; Miles et al., 2020; Saldafia, 2021). During the initial stage
of analysis, each interview was first examined within its organisational context, enabling
an understanding of the meaning participants attributed to the CE before patterns across
interviews were examined. Throughout the analytical process, both researchers repeatedly
returned to the original transcripts and engaged in reflexive dialogue aboutdeve loping codes,
patterns, and interpretations. These discussions were used to question, refine, and further
develop emerging interpretations of the data. Analytical decisions, together with the
developmentof codes, categories, and themes, were systematically documented, providing
a transparent record of the analytical process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles et al., 2020).
These procedures supported the credibility and dependability of the analysis by grounding
developing interpretations in repeated engagementwith the original data, reflexive dialogue
between the researchers, and systematic documentation of analytical decisions.

Following familiarisation, inductive coding of the empirical data was undertaken, whereby the
initial codes were developed from participants' accounts. Whenever participants' original
expressions mostaccurately reflected the meaning of a particular phenomenon, in vivo codes
were used. Codes and emerging patterns were examined across participants and
organisational contexts, drawing on the logic of constant comparison (Boeije, 2002).
Accordingly, the codes were grouped into analytical categories that formed the basis forthe
development of interpretative themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun et al.,, 2019). For
example, the analysis identified codes related to financial viability, costs, and investment
decisions. Through constant comparison across interviews, recurring patterns among these
codes were organised around considerations of what pays off, the role of costs, and
investment choices. Further interpretation of the relationships among these categories
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showed that economic considerations functioned as a broader criterion through which
managers evaluated the feasibility of CE initiatives, leading to the developmentof the theme
“Economicrationality as the primary implementation criterion.” To provide transparency in the
analytical development of the findings, Appendix 1 traces the progression from empirical
evidence through interpretative codes and analytical categories to the five final themes. The
relationships among these themes were subsequently examined through an iterative process
of interpretation and conceptual integration, leading to the development of the explanatory
structure of the Selective Integration Model. Appendix 1 also illustrates how each theme
contributed to this structure.

3 Results of the conducted research

The thematic analysis resulted in the identification of five interrelated themes that together
explain how managerial interpretations shape CE implementation in hotels. Each theme
reflects interpretative patterns that recurred across multiple interviews and was developed
through the iterative comparison of codes and categories within the dataset. The analytical
developmentfrom empirical evidence through interpretative codes and analytical categories
to the final themes is presented in Appendix 1.

3.1 Managerial interpretations of the circular economy

Managers primarily interpreted the CE through aspects of resource management. This is
supported by participants’ statements describing the CE as “waste management, goods,
materials, and food entering operations to be used as efficiently as possible.” Atthe same
time, participants reduce it to “a more technical issue, system optimisation,” indicating that
the conceptis predominantly understood through activities thatare already embedded within
existing hotel routines.

Across the interviews, managers referred to the CE through practices that were considered
practical and relatively easy to integrate into existing operations. As participants explained,
“if it pays off and is not complicated, then it makes sense,” while broader effects were
reduced, since “there is no wider benefit, except cost savings.” Across the interviews, CE
was predominantly interpreted through individual measures embedded within existing hotel
practices. Selective understanding is reflected in statem ents such as “we doas much aswe
think is enough,” suggesting that implementation is guided by managerial judgement
regarding what is considered sufficient rather than by a systemic understanding of the
concept.

Participants also described the CE as an abstract and difficult-to-implement concept, as
reflected in statements such as “in theory it sounds good, but in practice it is difficult to
implement’and “on paper itis one thing, butin the hotel, it is something else.” Even where
circularinitiatives were implemented, they were primarily described as extensions of existing
practices rather than as strategic organisational change. As one participant explained, “‘we
have always paid attention to water consumption, and now we have gone one step further by
using treated water to irrigate green areas.” These findings indicate that the CE is not fully
internalised at a strategic level but remains bounded within existing routines. Consequently,
the CEtendsto be perceived less as a strategic direction for organisationaldevelopmentand
more as a complementary setof activities that can be incorporated into existing operations.
Long-term environmental objectives are therefore only occasionally recognised as relevant
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decision-making considerations, as illustrated by comments such as “we wouldlike to operate
in a more environmentally friendly way, but we have other priorities.”

The findings suggestthatthe way managers interpretthe CE shapes which circular initiatives
are perceived as relevant and feasible within their organisations. In this sense, managerial
interpretations define the initial scope of organisational responses to the CE by influencing
which circularinitiatives enter managerial consideration. However, even where willingness to
introduce change exists, participants acknowledged that implementation remains
constrained, noting that “we want to do more, but we do not have the resources.” This finding
points to the importance of organisational conditions that influence whether manageral
intentions can be translated into practice.

3.2 Organisational conditions for circular economy implementation

The implementation of the CE in the hotel sector is conditioned by organisational conditions
that are often only partially fulfilled, due to a “lack of experience” as well as a “lack of
examplesin the environmentthatshow how itactually works.” In addition, a lack of education
and training, reflected in statements such as “we do not have sufficientknowledge aboutthe
CE,” often results in improvised solutions in practice. While education is perceived as the
responsibility of managers and employees, the lack of structural supportis reflected in the
limited systematic involvement of other stakeholders within the hotel system. In the words of
the participants, “it remains atthe managementlevel,” while “notall guests are educated, and
suppliers continue to operate in the old way.” These findings suggest that managerial
willingnessto implementthe CE requires broader organisationalsupportto be translated into
organisational practice.

Even where managers express a willingness to implement CE, its implementation remains
conditioned by the organisational capacities available within individual hotels. CE
implementation is additionally conditioned by financial, infrastructural, and logistical
resources. The lack of equipment, monitoring systems, protocols, and defined procedures
limits the possibility of coordinated implementation. This is supported by statements such as
“we don’t have the people orthe budgetfor such projects” and “we don’thave composters or
waste tracking systems.” In otherwords, even when there is a willingness to act, the absence
of infrastructure narrows the range of possible interventions, with CE beinglimitedto activities
that can be carried out within existing resource constraints. This difference becomes
particularly visible when comparing organisational contexts. Managers of hotel chains
described CE implementation as anestablished organisational practice: “We have
a sustainability strategy that we follow. We actively communicate it,and itis our competitive
advantage.” “We do not think much about it anymore; we simply follow the procedures.” In
contrast, managers of independent hotels highlighted the limitations of their organisational
capacities: “We have greatambitions, butnotthe opportunities.” “We are small, already facing
major challenges without the CE.” “Preparing for circular innovations is expensive. We
abandoned some projects because the investments were too high.” “We do as much as we
can within our own capacities.” These differences suggest that organisational conditions
shape the scope of feasible CE implementation by determining the organisational capacites
available within different hotel contexts.

In addition, decision-making authority is not uniformly distributed, as strategic priorities are
often defined atthe ownership level, while managers are responsible for theirim plementation
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within existing constraints. As participants explained, “if the owner supports the CE,
everything becomes easier,” whereas “the owner’s only priority is profit; there is no chance
that green initiatives will interest them.” Another participantsummarised this relationship by
stating that “it is up to the owner to decide what they want, and it is up to us to put it into
practice.” Accordingly, managerial actions remain dependent on broader strategic and
resource-related decisions, with organisational capacities determining not only what hotels
can implementbut also the degree of managerial discretionin translating CE initiatives into
practice.

3.3 Economic rationality as the primary implementation criterion

Once circular initiatives enter organisational consideration, decisions regarding their
implementation are largely guided by economic considerations. Financial feasibility and
return on investment emerge as central criteria in evaluating potential initiatives. As
participants point out, the CE is often pursued “primarily for savings, not for environmental
reasons.” Similarly, participants described economic feasibility as the primary criterion when
deciding between circular and conventional solutions. As one manager explained, “we
considered having repairs carried out by people from the local community, but it is often
cheaperto buy new,” while another noted that “local suppliers are expensive;itis cheaperto
work with a larger supplier.” Although environmental and social aspects are recognised, they
tend to remain secondary to financial considerations. CE practices were primarily adopted
when they could be clearly justified through cost-benefit considerations, while initiatives
requiring higher initial investments or structural changes were perceived as risky.
Accordingly, managers tended to prioritise CE initiatives that could be justified through short-
term financial returns, while initiatives requiring substantial investments or offering
predominantly long-term environmental and social benefits were less likely to be
implemented.

Participants particularly emphasised waste, energy, and water management as significant
sources of financial pressure. This is reflected in statements such as “waste management
costs are enormous,” while water and energy managementare recognised as significant cost
components, as “they accountfor 7-8% of total costs.” These areas were identified as those
where the financial effects of CE implementation were the mostvisible and easiestto justify.
Consequently, economic benefits are most readily recognised where circular initiatives
generate immediate and measurable savings, reinforcing managers’ preference for
financially justifiable interventions. The findings suggest that economic rationality serves as
the primary implementation criterion by which managers evaluate the feasibility of circular
initiatives, with priority given to those that meet prevailing economic expectations and “can
pay off quickly.”

3.4 Patterns of circular economy implementation

The combined influence of the previous themes is reflected in four different patterns of CE
implementation identified across the interviews: operational-functional, economically
selective, symbolic, and fragmented implementation.

Operational-functional implementation represents the most widespread pattern, focused on
improving resource efficiency, primarily in energy and water management, butalso in waste
management. These are relatively easy-to-implement practices that are already embedded
in day-to-day operations, as indicated by statements such as “the easiest is to introduce
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automatic lighting systems,” “we have a good air conditioning system,” “we save water, we
use rainwaterto irrigate green areas,” and “we separate waste.” This pattern is characterised
by routine improvements that require only limited organisational change.

Economically selective implementation reflects the application of economic rationality as the
dominantimplementation criterion, resulting in the selective adoption of CE initiatives. In this
context, practices are implemented exclusively “if there is a financial effect’ or “if they can
pay off quickly.” As participants further emphasise, “we do not have our own composting
system because it is too large an investment,” while certain initiatives are considered or
introduced precisely due to expected financial benefits, forexample, “we will introduce a heat
pump because we expect a quick return on investment,” or “we are considering installing
solar panels because they will reduce costs.” This pattern demonstrates how economic
rationality narrows the range of circular initiatives translated into organisational practice by
favouring those associated with immediate financial returns.

Symbolic implementation reflects the use of CE primarily as acommunication and
reputational instrument. In this context, certificates and sustainability labels act as signals of
responsibility, but with a limited scope of actual organisational change. As participants
emphasise, “certificates are good for communication and marketing,” but “it is easier to
communicate something than to change the whole system.” Here, the implementation of CE
serves primarily to reinforce organisational legitimacy.

Fragmented implementation indicates thatthe formal acceptance of the CE conceptdoes not
necessarily result in coherent organisational change. Statements such as “we have some
measures, butit is not a system” and “it is more declarative than a substantive direction of
change” illustrate that CE initiatives remain disconnected, lacking strategic integration and
long-term coherence. Rather than representing a comprehensive organisational approach,
CE is implemented through isolated activities that coexist with conventional operational
practices.

All identified implementation patterns reflect different relationships between managerial
interpretations, organisational conditions, and economic evaluation. However, the findings
indicate that their scope and dynamics are further influenced by the broader institutional
environment.

3.5 Regulatory framework and institutional conditions

The regulatory framework forms an important part of the broader institutional context within
which CE implementation takes place, influencing how organisations interpret, prioritise, and
operationalise circular initiatives.

Legal obligations, and particularly financial penalties, are perceived as the most effective
drivers of action, with regulation primarily interpreted as a coercive and corrective principle:
“a legal requirementthat mustbe followed.” At the same time, participants emphasised that
a clear regulatory framework is essential for ensuring consistentimplementation, noting that
“it is necessary to have clear legal regulations. Without them, it would be complete chaos”
In this context, a distinction is observed between binding and non-binding regulatory
instruments. Guidelines and recommendations without prescribed sanctions are perceived
as non-binding, while regulations that include monitoring and penalties are considered
stronger drivers of accountability. In the words of the participants, “if there are no sanctions,
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it remains only a recommendation,” and “only when there is control is the regulation taken
seriously.” However, participants also pointed out that sanctions alone are insufficient,
emphasising that “sometimes sanctions are necessary, but some encouragement and
incentives are also needed.”

There is also significantresistance to administrative burden, which is reflected in statements
such as‘“it is noteasy to move from informal to formal systems” and “regulations exist, butin
practice they are not always clear.” This perception is supported by the statement that
“bureaucracy iskilling us. Paperwork goes back and forth, nobody really understandsit, and
everyone asks what the point of it all is.” Accordingly, the regulatory framework ensures
a minimum level of accountability, but does not automatically generate broader changes.
Instead, regulation establishes the institutional conditions within which managerial
interpretations, organisational conditions, and economic rationality interact to shape CE
implementation. Its influence therefore depends not only on legal requirements and
sanctions, but also on their alignment with organisational conditions, prevailing economic
priorities, and the availability of supportive incentives.

3.6 Conceptual integration of findings: The Selective Integration
Model

The integration of the five themes showed thatthe influence of managerial interpretations on
CE implementation is shaped through their relationship with organisational conditions and
economic rationality within the broader regulatory and institutional context, with selectivity
emerging as a central feature of this process. Based on the identified relationships, the
Selective Integration Model of CE Implementation in the Hotel Sector was developed
(Figure 1). The analytical development of the themes and their contribution to the structure
of the model are presented in Appendix 1.
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Figure 1 | The Selective Integration Model of CE Implementation in the Hotel Sector
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The model links managerial interpretations of CE to the selection process that shapes its
organisational implementation. Managerial interpretations establish CE's initial relevance,
organisational conditions determine the possibilities for implementation, and economic
rationality filters the assessment of potential initiatives. The analytical value of integrating
these elements lies in showing that managerial understanding of CE alone does not
determine its implementation. The relationship between interpretative relevance, feasibility,
and economic assessment shapes its organisational effect. Selectivity is thus positioned
within the implementation process, from which the partial and conditional character of CE
integration into hotel practice emerges.

The identified patterns show that such selectivity does not have a single organisational
expression. Operational feasibility, economic justification, communicative value, and the
fragmentation of practices indicate differentbases of selective integration. Their conceptual
integration shows that the partial character of CE implementation emerges from different
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relationships between managerial understanding, organisational possibilities, and the
economic assessment of initiatives.

The regulatory and institutional context defines the broader conditions within which these
relationships are formed. Its influence operates through the relationship of regulatory
requirements, constraints, and incentives with organisational capacities, eco nomic priorities,
and managerial interpretations. In this way, the model incorporates the institutional context
into the explanation of selective integration while retaining managerial interpretations as the
starting point of the organisational process.

4 Discussion

Previous research on circular economy implementation has identified abroad range of
enabling and constraining conditions, extending from organisational capacities and
technological opportunities to financial and regulatory factors (Axhami etal., 2023; Bittner et
al., 2024; Gaffar etal., 2021; Rodriguez-Antdn & Alonso-Almeida, 2019; Sorin & Sivarajah,
2021). The findings of this study add a different analytical layer to this body of knowledge.
Implementation cannot be fully accounted for by the presence or absence of favourable
conditions, as their significance also depends on managerial judgement. In this respect, the
study extends the Circular Economy Applicability Framework of Sorin and Sivarajah (2021):
drivers, enablers, and barriers remain important, while their practical relevance dependson
what managers recognise as relevant, feasible, and worth pursuing. The significance of
implementation conditions is therefore not exhausted by their presence. Their importance
takes shape through managerial judgementaboutwhich aspects of the broader CE concept
have a place in a particular hotel context.

Nyffenegger et al. (2024) associate the importance of managerial interpretation with the
differentcognitive frames through which change agents approach the circular transition. The
findings of this study develop this line of argument at the level of CE implementation in the
hotel sector. Managerial interpretations determine what, within the broader conceptof CE, is
recognised as relevant to a particular hotel operation. This space is simultaneously shaped
by actual implementation possibilities and economic considerations. The role of managers
thus becomes particularly significantatthe pointwhere the general concept of CE encounters
the specificities of hotel practice. The findings support the relevance of manageral
sensemaking to the circular transition and connect its significance to the conditions under
which CE is realised in practice.

This relationship acquires particular significance when the findings are considered in light of
the transformative potential attributed to CE. Previous research associates circularity with
changes encompassing value creation, innovation, collaboration, and broader transformation
of business practices (Bux & Amicarelli, 2023; Camilleri, 2021; Manniche et al., 2021,
Rodriguez-Antdn & Alonso-Almeida, 2019). The hotels examined in this study reveal a more
restrained pattern in practice. CE predominantly appears through initiatives that can be
accommodated within existing routines and to which operational or economic value can be
attributed. Vacul€ikova et al. (2025) similarly identify a gap between interestin circularity and
concrete action, associating limited and symbolic responses partly with behavioural and
psychological mechanisms. The findings of this study add an organisational dimension to this
gap. The breadth of CE encounters a narrower space for practical action, shaped by
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judgements of relevance, implementation possibilities, and economic justification. Selectivity
emerges atthis intersection as a characteristic of CE implementation in practice.

From this perspective, partiality acquires a different analytical status. Partiality can be
understood as a characteristic of the implementation process itself, whereby certain elements
of CE find a place within existing priorities and practices, while others remain outside the
scope of action. This interpretation complements capability-based explanations of the circular
transition, including Mora-Contreras et al. (2025), as resources and capabilities represent
one part of the conditions under which CE is realised. The capacity to act, manageral
assessment of relevance, and economic justification represent interconnected dimensions
whose relationship shapes the actual scope of implementation. The operational -functional,
economically selective, symbolic, and fragmented patterns identified in this study can
therefore be understood as different expressions of the selectivity that characterizes the
integration of CE into hotel practice.

The Selective Integration Model brings these relationshipsinto a process-based explanation
of the connection between managerial interpretation and the actual scope of CE in hotel
practice. The model extends research on implementation conditions and capacities (Bittner
et al., 2024; Mora-Contreras et al., 2025; Sorin & Sivarajah,2021) by connecting it with the
role of managerial interpretations in the circular transition (Nyffenegger et al., 2024). Its
conceptual value derives from recognising selectivity as the link between the breadth of CE
as a conceptand its narrower realisation in practice. Managerial interpretations establish the
initial relevance of CE, while the actual scope of its implementation is shaped in relation to
implementation possibilities, economic assessment, and institutional conditions. Selective
integration thus denotes the form CE assumeswhen its conceptual breadth encounters the
boundaries of action in hotel practice.

Conclusion

This study shows that the presence of circular practices in hotels does not necessarily reflect
the depth of circular economy integration. Behind observable activities lies a process of
selection in which certain elements of CE are recognised as relevant and feasible, while
others remain outside the scope of action. Managerial interpretations guide the way circular
possibilities are considered within specific organisational, economic, and institutional
circumstances. Selectivity therefore represents an important feature of the relationship
between CE as a broadly conceived concept and its scope in hotel practice.

The scientific contribution of the study stems from the conceptualisation of this selectivity
through the Selective Integration Model of CE Implementation in the Hotel Sector. The model
extends current understanding of CE implementation by incorporating managerial
interpretation into the relationship between implementation conditions and implementation
outcomes. This allows the partial character of CE implementation to be examined analytically
as a form of its integration into business practice, shaped by the relationship between what
is considered relevant, what can be implemented, and what is judged to be justified.

The practical implications of the findings extend beyond improving knowledge of individual
circular practices. For hotel management, particular attention should be given to broadening
the criteria by which CE initiatives are recognised and evaluated, especially where immediate
operational benefits and short-term financialreturns dominate decision-making. This involves
connecting CE with investmentand operational decisions, considering effects that materialise
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over longer periods, and establishing connections among initiatives that are currently
implemented separately. Atthe hotel organisational level, the findings indicate a need for CE
to be more clearly positioned within the allocation of responsibilities and resources and in
coordination across business functions, reducing its dependence on individual initiatives and
ad hoc decisions. For institutions and policymakers, the alignment between instruments
supporting the circular transition and organisational capacities for their application is
particularly relevant. Regulatory requirements, incentives, and other forms of supportacquire
practical value within organisations thatpossess the necessary capacities andrecognise their
relevance in business decision-making. Thisimplicationis relevantto the Central European
context, where circular transition objectives are pursuedacross heterogeneous business and
institutional conditions. Evidence from the Croatian hotel sector highlights the organisational
level as an important link between institutionally supported transition and its realisation in
business practice. Thisraises the issue of alignmentbetween instruments supporting CE and
the capacities, priorities, and decision criteria within the organisations for which these
instruments are intended. For the Central European context, this directs attention to the
conditions under which institutional support acquires tangible organisational effects.

The boundaries of the study arise from its qualitative and context-specific design. The
analysis comprises 20 hotel managers in Croatia and is based on their accounts of CE,
meaning thatthe findings represent a managerial perspective on implementation. Purposive
and snowball sampling enabled access to knowledgeable participants from diverse
organisational settings, whileintroducing potential selection bias associated with participants’
professional networks. The perspectives of employees, owners, suppliers, guests, and
institutional actors were not included, and the time-bounded period of data collection does
not allow changes in CE interpretations and implementation to be followed over time. The
modelis empirically grounded in CE implementation in the Croatian hotel sector and, within
this domain, can be used to examine the relationships among managerial interpretations,
implementation conditions, and selective forms of implementation. These limitations also
define the boundaries of the transferability of the Selective Integration Model beyond the
context examined in this study.

Future research should examine the model across different institutional, geographical, and
ownership settings and incorporate the perspectives of multiple actors involved in CE.
Comparative studies of Central European hotel sectors could establishwhich elements of the
model remain stable across different settings and which vary with institutional and
organisational circumstances. A longitudinal approach could reveal whether manageral
interpretations, selection criteria, and implementation patterns change overtime. The model
also provides scope for empirical examination with larger samples and in other hospitality
settings, allowing the relationships among its components and the circumstances under
which selectivity assumes different forms to be specified more precisely. This opens
a broader question for research on the circular transition: to what extent is its realisation
determined by what is institutionally enabled, and to what extent by the boundaries of what
organisations, atagiven pointintime, are able to recognise, accept, and translate into action.
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Appendix

Appendix 1 provides the empirical grounding for the five themes underlying the Selective Integration
Model. Selected excerpts retain the meanings expressed in managers’ accounts, while the interpretative
codes and analytical categories capture their progressive conceptua development. The final column
shows how each theme informed the model's emerging structure.

Appendix 1 | Analytical development from interpretative codes to final themes informing the

Selective Integration Model

Contribution to

Illustrative empirical Interpretative Analytical Final themes |the emerain
evidence codes categories ging
model

“In my world, CE is a food

waste procedure, but much
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materials, and food entering Shows how

operations so they are used \(/:\/Estgo;gshomgg managers

to the maximum.” man ' ment: initially interpret

“Making better use of MZki?]g efullleu 57 o of CE as CE,
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solar panels, water Resource :savin concept through
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separation.” T operational
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investment of resources,
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ecological.”
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“CE should be a broader
concept than sustainability.”
“CE relates to processes,
whereas sustainability
relates to ESG.”

“Using the potential of
products that have already
been used.”

“A pillar of sustainability
policy that involves all
stakeholders —businesses,
the local community,
customers and clients —
and seeks to maximise the
benefits of all activities
while minimising harm to
the environment and the
local population.”
“Everything local that is
possible — products and
people — so that we can
apply and use it in the
industry in a fair way.
Engagement with the local
community — that is CE.”

CE means
different things;
CEor
sustainability?; No
common
understanding;
Product reuse;
Stakeholder-
oriented
sustainability;
Local
embeddedness

Different
understandings
of CE

Demonstrates
the
heterogeneity of
managerial
interpretations
of CE and the
different
meanings
through which
its
organisational
relevance is
initially
constructed.

“We have the willingness
and the ambition, but we do
not know how to put it into
practice. It seems too
complicated. We have
many other priorities.
Circular economy is just
one drop in the ocean.”
“Management should
receive additional education
to better understand what
else belongs to CE.”

Not sure how to
do it; Iltseems too
complicated; Just
adrop in the
ocean

From
understanding
to
implementation

“We roughly know what we
could do, but we have not
connected these activities
yet, so everything currently
feels ad hoc. We need

a more systematic
approach.”

“We do not have the people
or the budget for such
projects.”

“We do not have
composters or waste
tracking systems.”

“It is not so much up to
management as it is to the
investor, and the investor
does not want to invest

unless required to do so.”

Everything stays
ad hoc; Not
enough
resources; We
need a system;
Limited decision-
making autonomy

Limits of
implementation

2.
Organisational
conditions for
circular
economy
implementation

Identifies the
capacity
required to
translate
managerial
understanding
into
implementation,
particularly
knowledge and
practical ability.

Shows how
organisational
resources,
system capacity
and decision-
making
autonomy
condition
whether CE
understanding
can be
translated into
coordinated
action.
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“When everything comes
down to a cost-benefit
calculation, it is often
cheaper to buy new.”

“We considered repairing it,

If it pays off;
Cheaper to buy
new; Return on

What pays off?

- investmen
but it is often cheaper to LS
buy a new one.”

“Waste management costs | Waste is
are enormous.” expensive;

Costs make the

“Water and energy account | Energy costs 2

for around 7—-8% of total matter; Savings difference

costs.” are visible

“We are considering

installing solar panels

because they will reduce E gpasf)lﬁnceo mes

costs.” invéstments can Choosing

“We do not have our own ; ) investments
wait; Too big

composting system
because it is too large
an investment.”

an investment

3. Economic
rationality as
the primary
implementation
criterion

Identifies
economic
rationality as
a filtering
mechanism
through which
potential CE
actions are
assessed

Shows why cost
implications
become salient
in managerial
assessmentsof
CE practices
and reinforce
the economic
filter.

Demonstrates
how the
economic filter
operates in
investment
selection,
facilitatingsome
CE initiatives
while
constraining
others.

“The easiest thing is to
introduce automatic lighting
systems.”

“We save water.”

“We separate waste.”

“We will get used to doing
things this way. It will
become a routine like any
other. We are still in the
process of learning.”

Small everyday
changes; We
already do this;
Easy operational
measures;
Becomingroutine

Practices that
become routine

“CE is a great idea, but it is
very complex. We are
forced to choose what we
can actually implement.”
“If there is a financial
benefit.”

“If the investment pays off
quickly.”

We choose what
we can do; We
cannotdo
everything; One
step at atime

Choosing what
is feasible

“Certificates are good for
communication and
marketing.”

“If a hotel applies such
good practices, they need
to be communicated both
offline and online... it is

an advantage. Without
marketing, it loses its
meaning.”

Certificates
matter; Good for
communication;
Demonstrating
responsibility;
Marketing value

Communicating
commitment

4. Patterns of
CE
implementation

Represents
operationally
feasible CE
practices that
are readily
incorporated
into everyday
hotel
operations.

Shows that
implementation
is selective
rather than
comprehensive,
reflecting
organisational
feasibility and
economic
assessment.

Identifies a
communicative
or symbolic
pattern of CE
implementation,
alongside
operational
practices.
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“Itis easier to communicate
something than to change
the whole system.”

“It is more declarative than
a genuine direction of
change.”

Easier to
communicate
than change;
More declarative
than substantial;
Not a coherent
system

Fragmented
implementation

Reveals a
fragmented
pattern of
implementation
in which
communicated
commitment
may exceed
substantive
organisational
changeand CE-
related activities
remain

insufficiently
integrated into a
coherent
organisational
system.
Shows how
regulation can
remans ony o No sanctions, no el
Sy action; Onlywhen | Regulation : ]
e e conts| InSpecionscone drves
is the regulation taken gll)lsl aalgzgr?l LiplfE A influencing
seriously.” 9 whether CE-

“Bureaucracy is killing us.”

Bureaucracy is

“Paperwork keeps going killing us; Endless \rlgg Slr;\ti on gets
back and forth, and nobody | paperwork; Hard in the wa
really understands it.” to navigate Y
“Sometimes sanctions are

necessary, but incentives

are also needed.” More incentives;

“Large companies are Clearer rules; What is still
interested in CE when the | Government missing
government, funds, or other | support

financing mechanisms
support them.”

5. Regulatory
framework and
institutional
conditions

related actions
are undertaken.

Shows that the
institutional
environment
can also
constrain
implementation
through
administrative
complexity.

Identifies
institutional
support and
incentives as
external
conditions that
may facilitate
implementation.

Thethemes show that CE acquires its practical form within hotel organisations through the relationship
between managerial interpretation, organisational possibilities, and economic assessment. Man agerial
interpretations define what enters the scope of consideration, while organisational conditons and
economic assessment influence what is carried forward into practice. Different patterns of
implementation emerge from these relationships, leading to the selective integration of CE within
aregulatory and institutional context that may facilitate or constrain its development. The Selective
Integration Model derives from this analytical progression and represents the passage from man agerial
interpretation to the form CE ultimately assumes in hotel practice.
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