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ABSTRACT

The adoption of circular economy principles poses a vibrant challenge for firms by becoming a potential and sustainable way
for them to keep pace with highly dynamic changes in a competitive environment. Although previous research has examined
experiences and practices that firms adopt to facilitate their transition to a circular economy, existing studies fall short of describ-

ing the factors that firms could leverage for circular business model design and implementation. This issue is more relevant to

creative industries, such as haute cuisine, which is strongly characterized by sustainability concerns and assumes a leading role

in the food industry. To explore and identify those relevant factors, this research uses a multiple-case study approach, focusing

on seven Michelin Green Star restaurants in Italy, which link culinary excellence with an increasing commitment to sustaina-

bility. The findings advance theoretical understanding of how creative industries can drive the transition to a circular economy

by providing a novel framework grounded in three interrelated dimensions: green sustainable behavior, creativity, and terroir.

1 | Introduction

In recent years, the concept of a circular economy (CE) has
gained prominence as a comprehensive approach to fostering
a more resource-efficient and streamlined economic system.
Unlike the traditional linear economy of take-make-waste, the
CE system replaces the end-of-life approach with strategies fo-
cused on reducing, reusing, recycling, and recovering. A CE
aims to minimize material and energy flows by deliberately
slowing, narrowing, and eventually closing resource loops
(Blomsma and Brennan 2017; Bocken et al. 2016). This shift to
a CE requires the adoption of innovative business models and a
fundamental reconfiguration of corporate strategies to enable
the decoupling of value creation and resource consumption
(Chauhan et al. 2022; Bocken et al. 2016). Thus, introducing
circular business model innovation (CBMI) to profoundly
alter the ways of doing business has become fundamental for

every firm that is willing to exceed mere value generation to
gain a competitive advantage, further contributing to environ-
mental and social sustainability (Bocken and Konietzko 2022;
Liideke-Freund and Dembek 2017). The adoption of CBMI has
been found to generate significant positive environmental and
societal impacts (Liideke-Freund et al. 2019), while enhancing
businesses' strategic positioning (Pieroni et al. 2019). However,
implementing a circular business model can be complex as it
demands widespread interdependent changes across a firm's
processes, value chains, and stakeholder collaborations, en-
compassing diverse operating models (Foss and Saebi 2018;
Kindstrom 2010). Understanding how firms innovate and em-
body CE principles in their business models is therefore crit-
ical for advancing theoretical and practical knowledge about
contextual factors and the most essential drivers of value
creation, transfer, and capture in a circular business model
(Centobelli et al. 2020; Ranta et al. 2018). While prior studies
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have emphasized the CE's relevance in reshaping traditional
production and consumption patterns (Foss and Saebi 2018;
Liideke-Freund and Dembek 2017), much of the extant re-
search has focused on manufacturing and industrial sectors
(e.g., Pieroni et al. 2021; Urbinati et al. 2020). However, CE
principles could not bypass creative industries, where inno-
vation and sustainability intersect, contributing to economic
growth and cultural development (Ratalewska 2024). Creative
industries operate under different economic logics, often re-
lying on more focused knowledge-based value creation and
unconventional innovation cycles, which present unique chal-
lenges and opportunities for CE transition (Asif 2024). As a
result, haute cuisine (HC) provides a theoretically relevant
context to explore the adoption of CE principles.

Recognized by UNESCO as a creative industry in 2010, HC relies
on creativity to innovate circular models (Madeira et al. 2022),
crafting new dishes and redefining business management, with
a leadership style that shapes stakeholders' relationships (Koch
et al. 2018) and spurs innovation (Albors-Garrigés et al. 2018).
Positioned at the intersection of high-value creation, creativity,
and environmental sustainability (Stierand et al. 2014), HC pro-
vides an ideal context for studying CBMI in creative industries.
Specifically, as a trendsetter in the food industry, HC plays a
pivotal role in forming consumers’ perceptions and establishing
standards for culinary services (Surlemont and Johnson 2005).
Despite representing a small fraction of the gastronomy sector,
HC restaurants and chefs exert significant economic, social,
and cultural influence due to their value-creation capability
(Svejenova et al. 2015). Their market impact extends beyond
mere fine dining as they continuously bring novelty to the mar-
ket, stimulate innovation, and experiment with original culi-
nary methods and practices (Albors-Garrigos et al. 2018; Lane
and Lup 2015), thereby promoting sustainable processes across
the entire food value chain.

Despite increasing efforts in the food sector to implement CE
principles and the above-mentioned crucial role of HC in ad-
vancing sustainability, scant research has examined the en-
trepreneurial actions taken by chefs to integrate CE principles
into their business models (Guldmann and Huulgaard 2020;
Presenza et al. 2019). To address this gap, our study delves into
the analysis of how premium and upscale restaurants advance
the integration of CE principles at both strategic and operational
business levels, aiming to mitigate the global circularity decline.
Specifically, we focus on Michelin Green Star (GS) restaurants
that have the potential to create a significant impact on the entire
food industry (Pearson 2024; Richardson and Fernqvist 2024)
through their unique value proposition (Huang et al. 2023).
They not only embody social, cultural, and environmental val-
ues (Richardson and Fernqvist 2024) in their business models
but also leverage the GS award as a concrete orientation tool
for effectively guiding sustainability and circularity in the food
industry (Mrusek et al. 2021). In this study, we address the fol-
lowing research question: How do HC restaurants integrate CE
principles into their environments to redefine their business mod-
els? To investigate this topic, we employ a multiple-case study
approach, focusing on seven Michelin GS restaurants in Italy.

Our data collection was based on semi-structured interviews
with chefs of Michelin GS restaurants, complemented by

secondary data sources to ensure our findings' reliability and
validity. Our study's results reveal that when engaged in the
integration of CE principles in their business models, Michelin
GS restaurants pay close attention to three dimensions: (1) green
sustainable behavior as the evolutionary driver in luxury gas-
tronomy, (2) creativity as a mediator of each culinary process
and activity in GS restaurants, and (3) the terroir as a way of con-
cretely anchoring CE principles and practices on the industry's
local identity. By exploring how HC integrates CE principles
within its boundaries, this study clearly contributes to a broader
understanding of how these principles shape innovation pro-
cesses, leadership styles, and stakeholder engagement strategies.
Theoretically, our research advances CE and business model
innovation literature by identifying interrelated key drivers
enabling CBMI in HC. Furthermore, shifting the analytic lens
from traditional customer-centric business models to resource-
centered ones, our study opens new avenues for theorizing how
the sector may drive systemic change toward a more circular-
oriented food system.

2 | Theoretical Background

The CE has been recognized as a significant driver of sustain-
ability (Geissdoerfer et al. 2017) by being a strategic pathway to
revitalize the economy from a sustainable perspective (Bocken
and Ritala 2022). By challenging conventional production and
consumption patterns, CE principles shape new demand typol-
ogies and promote economic renewal through sustainable ap-
proaches (Bocken and Ritala 2022).

Accordingly, firms are gradually redefining their business
strategies, reconceptualizing their value propositions, and
crafting value chains for environmental conservation (Rashid
et al. 2013; Schulte 2013). Specifically, to conform with CE
principles, firms are driving the transition from a linear to a
circular business model through organizational and man-
agement strategies (Awan and Sroufe 2022; Hofmann and
Jaeger-Erben 2020) that prioritize waste minimization and
resource optimization (Murray et al. 2017; Antikainen and
Valkokari 2016). In this regard, the circular transition adopts
a holistic approach that links social, economic, and environ-
mental value creation, enabling firms to create, deliver, and
capture value in ways that align with sustainable goals and
multiple stakeholders’ interests (Bocken and Ritala 2022; Unal
et al. 2019). Building on the widely accepted view that a busi-
ness model represents how a firm operates by translating its
strategies into actionable activities for value creation, deliv-
ery, and capture (Zott and Amit 2010; Osterwalder et al. 2005;
Afuah and Tucci 2001), recent research has explored how firms
willing to become circular either adapt their existing business
models or develop entirely new ones.

In this respect, Bocken and Ritala (2022) analyzed firms' busi-
ness models based on CE strategies of slowing, closing, and
narrowing resource loops, which require companies to re-
configure intrafirm and interfirm structures and reorganize
internal processes and activities (Moggi and Dameri 2021;
Konietzko et al. 2020). From this perspective, circular busi-
ness models aim to maximize the economic value of prod-
ucts, materials, and components to minimize environmental
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externalities (Sinkovics et al. 2021; Manninen et al. 2018),
while addressing associated constraints and the increasing
societal demand for sustainable products, services, and pro-
cesses (Krmela et al. 2022; Bocken et al. 2016). Expanding
on this, Kanda et al. (2021) argue that firms are increasingly
engaged in driving circular transition due to their propensity
to innovate their business models through green value prop-
ositions while nurturing positive customer behaviors and re-
lationships (Santa-Maria et al. 2022). Against this backdrop,
some scholars have underlined the critical role of firms in
reinventing their business models based on CE principles,
which often entail the reconfiguration of organizational com-
petencies and capabilities (Acquier et al. 2024). The transi-
tion to a circular business model is driven by multiple factors,
encompassing legislative and regulatory incentives, growing
social awareness, technological advancements (De Jesus and
Mendonca 2018), and an increasing strategic orientation to-
ward a long-term, sustainable competitive advantage (Rizos
et al. 2016).

In this context, the food industry has emerged as a key sector
driving concrete sustainable transformation, aligning its prac-
tices with the economic, social, and environmental goals set by
the new circular economy action plan (CEAP) of the European
Commission (2020). Therefore, the food industry has assumed a
strategic role in driving the transition to a long-term, sustainable
business model (De Bernardi et al. 2020). Notably, the adoption
of innovative circular business models in the food industry has
led to tangible positive outcomes, including enhanced economic
efficiency, improved product safety, and resource regeneration
(Santa-Maria et al. 2022). Despite these advantages, the im-
plementation of circular business models in the food industry
presents significant challenges and barriers, primarily related to
the complexity of designing and managing circular processes.
These processes often require additional financial resources,
specialized technical expertise, and a redefined value network
that fosters mutual benefits for both firms and consumers
(Bocken et al. 2022).

This is particularly evident in the gastronomy sector, which
plays a crucial role in advancing the transition to sustainable
food systems (Rinaldi 2017). By integrating principles such
as food sovereignty, food democracy, or circular gastronomy
(Nyberg et al. 2022), the industry fosters more resilient and envi-
ronmentally responsible food practices.

A compelling example is HC, where culinary innovations
are continuously developed and sustainable practices are re-
sponsibly experimented on to reduce food waste in kitchens
(Filimonau et al. 2019) and maximize economic value cre-
ation. In this context, the adoption of CE principles can be
easily observed through concrete examples, spanning from
careful selection of sustainable food and seasonal ingredi-
ents, as well as prioritization of energy and water efficiency, to
implementation of waste management practices (Richardson
and Fernqvist 2024). These examples underscore HC chefs'
progressive efforts to assume strategic foresight, aiming to
“support decision making, improve long-term planning, en-
able early warning, improve the innovation process, and im-
prove the speed in reacting to environmental change” (Iden
et al. 2017, 4).

3 | Data and Methodology
3.1 | Research Setting

Based on the theoretical background and identified gaps,
we target Italian HC, as defined by the Michelin Guide,
deemed as the most authoritative “taste maker” in the in-
dustry (Lane 2013). The guide assesses restaurant quality
(Opazo 2012) based on five criteria: (1) product quality, (2)
mastery of techniques and flavors, (3) harmony of flavors,
(4) chef personality, and (5) consistency over time and across
the menu. In 2020, the Michelin Guide introduced the GS to
acknowledge restaurants for “being sustainable” (Ho 2021)
by rewarding those cultivating sustainable producer rela-
tionships, minimizing waste, and reducing plastic and other
non-recyclable materials from their value chains (Michelin
Guide 2022), while nurturing consumers' green perceptions
and behaviors (Nimri et al. 2021) and responding to commu-
nities’ increasing commitment to environmental and social
well-being (Messeni Petruzzelli and Savino 2014). Different
reasons have led to the choice of this research setting. First,
“emphasis on sustainability within the hospitality industry”
(Jacobs and Klosse 2016, 33) and the ability of HC to antic-
ipate future innovative and sustainable scenarios (Schwark
et al. 2020; Messeni Petruzzelli and Savino 2015; Presenza
et al. 2017). Second, HC is naturally inclined to adopt busi-
ness models that intentionally promote long-term sustain-
ability, ensuring their intrinsic alignment with sustainability
goals (Presenza et al. 2019). Third, due to its prestige and cul-
tural significance, HC is able to recreate a ripple effect across
the food industry, thus redefining circular flows in supply-
chain networks (Park et al. 2022) through CE-driven princi-
ples. Finally, our decision to focus on Italian HC stems from
the unique gastronomic habits and cultures of our country
(Leone 2020).

3.2 | Research Design

Given the exploratory nature of this study, we used a qual-
itative methodology as a research design strategy. It has been
considered suitable for the purposes of this research for several
reasons. First, it enables the exploration of a specific complex
phenomenon, while providing robust supporting evidence
(Yin 2018). Second, an exploratory study is suitable for ad-
dressing an emerging topic, where an existing theory may not
fully explain the investigated phenomenon and its dynamics
(Gummesson 2006).

We thus employed a multiple-case study as an appropriate ap-
proach to gain a more comprehensive understanding about the
integration of CE principles into HC, also ensuring a close cor-
respondence between theory and data (Glaser and Strauss 2017).
The data were gathered through semi-structured interviews,
supplemented with secondary sources. Semi-structured inter-
views with Michelin GS restaurants' chefs were chosen due to
their ability to provide a retrospective account of the complex
phenomenon under investigation (e.g., Mrusek et al. 2021;
Messeni Petruzzelli and Savino 2014; Ottenbacher and
Harrington 2007). To achieve our study's objectives, we adopted
an open-ended research design, without imposing any prior
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categorization that might constrain the scope of our analysis
(Fontana and Frey 2000).

The informants were determined through a snowballing sam-
pling approach, meaning that the researchers initially identified
chefs to be interviewed based on the information available on
the Michelin Guide website, focusing on the GS recipients lo-
cated in Italy. At the time of the analysis (May 2023), 47 of the
463 who were globally awarded a GS were based in Italy.

We formally reached out twice to all eligible GS chefs by e-
mail and by phone, presenting the focus of our analysis and
inviting them to participate in our study. This activity enabled
us to interview seven Michelin GS Italian chefs, thereby gain-
ing a deep representation of the state of the art and address-
ing the research question. The interviews were supplemented
with secondary data, not only to validate and cross-check the
insights derived from the interviews, but also to enable us to
better contextualize the study by increasing familiarity with
both the research scope and the HC environment. The sup-
plemental information was retrieved using the press archives
of some specialized resources (Michelin Guide, ReportGour
met.com, FineDiningLovers.com, and Foodclub.it), restaurant
websites, press articles, and videos featuring the chefs. This
integration of secondary data was intended to address poten-
tial biases and strengthen the credibility of our qualitative re-
search findings (Yin 2018; Flick 2004).

3.3 | Data Collection

The data were collected between May and June 2023, primarily
in Italian, the native language of both the interviewers and the
interviewees. After we excluded 36 non-responses and 4 rejec-
tions, our final sample consisted of 7 chefs who agreed to partic-
ipate in our study. The complete list of our key informants, their
Michelin star ratings, geographical locations, genders, and years
of service are listed in Table 1.

In the final group of informants, 3 came from the Northeast,
1 from the Northwest, and 3 from Southern Italy. The partic-
ipation of chefs working in restaurants across different geo-
graphical areas and having varying rankings ensured sample
heterogeneity. Notably, some chefs represented regions with
distinct cultural influences, such as South Tyrol, where the

TABLE1 | Keyinformation about informants' interviewees.

interplay of Italian and Austrian traditions has led to a unique
culinary fusion.

Out of the 7 interviews, 3 were conducted through Google
Meet, while the remaining 4 were held by phone, with the
latter choice driven by practical consideration. Given the de-
manding schedules of Michelin GS chefs, phone interviews
effectively offer a flexible and efficient means of engagement,
thus maximizing their willingness to participate while en-
suring the reliability of the results (Block and Erskine 2012;
Holt 2010). Specifically, in line with previous studies in the
HC industry (Mrusek et al. 2021; Gill and Burrow 2018;
Surlemont and Johnson 2005), this approach allowed the
chefs to respond from their restaurants or other convenient
locations, without being distracted from their daily activities
or requiring extensive scheduling adjustments. Despite the
inherent lack of visual cues in phone interviews, this study's
semi-structured and open-ended nature represented its nat-
ural complementary fit (Cachia and Millward 2011), ensur-
ing that the quality of the collected data remained consistent
across both phone and face-to-face interviews. The method-
ological rigor was also upheld through transparent and ethical
practices, including introducing and explaining the research
scope and the study's goals and obtaining the interviewees'
explicit consent for recording and transcription.

3.4 | Data Analysis

The analysis process included two sequential phases. In the first
one, multiple online meetings allowed us to familiarize our-
selves with the research contents to better refine the goals and
the methodology to follow. In the second phase, the data were
collected and structured through a coding scheme and recursive
abstraction. We started with coding recurring expressions into
rudimentary dimensions (first-order concepts). As researchers,
we played a crucial role in recollecting the interviews and provid-
ing small pieces of evidence supporting further analysis. These
first-order concepts were then reexamined through the lens of
extant literature, leading to their reorganization into second-
order conditions based on conceptual similarities. Finally, these
conditions were consolidated into macro-dimensions, resulting
in a visual data representation in the form of a data structure
(Gioia et al. 2013). All concepts, themes, and dimensions are
summarized in Figure 1.

ID_Restaurant Michelin rating Location Chef gender Years of service
R1 168 Campania Male 6
R2 163 Abruzzo Male 36
R3 263 Veneto Male 7
R4 163 Trentino-South Tyrol Male 8
R5 263 Trentino-South Tyrol Male 16
R6 163 Piedmont Female 47
R7 163 Sicily Male 3

Note: The star symbol indicates the Michelin star(s) awarded to each restaurant, as per the official Michelin Guide.
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FIGURE1

First-order Concepts

Second-order Themes

Aggregate Dimensions

1. Green knowledge about detrimental environment impacts.

2. Levelling up environmental friendliness.

3. Being aware of all dimensions of sustainability for creating
long-term value.

4. Chefs environmental and social values made restaurants
willining to absorb extra charges.

5.Being aware and conscious of technology advancements in
culinary processes, enhancing technological readiness.

6. Embracing an ecosystem perspective for spread a green
culture requires managing supply chain relationships ,
impacting on decision-making processes.

Pro-environment

Awareness

1. Recognizing the urgency to priviledge the quality of taste and
flavor.

2. Applying modern technologies to enhance food quality.

3. Sourcing foods locally, preserving traditions while leveraging
historical values of the territory.

4. Creatively minimizing food wastage.

5. Fresh is better, less inventory required.

6. Being creative and practicing with natural ingredients to boost
value retention.

1. Changing management models to optimize resource efficiency.

2. Sustainable-oriented planning for productive phases.

3. Having efficient buildings allow to reduce costs and maintain
high quality in the kitchen.

4.Using cleaner energy sources and renewable power.

5. Practicing energy and water efficiency and conservations.

6. Being aware of technology diffusion and adoption in the kitchen
and dining room.

1. Chef creativity is the basis fo making modern dishes and
bringing innovations.

2. Inspiration comes naturally, from a flavor, a smell, experience.

3. Encouraging more interactions, for feedfoward loops, spread
out creative mindset.

4. Leveraging chef experience to better evalutate sustainable
behavior of creative processes.

5. The social dimension of creativy matters: knowing the territory
where restaurant operates impact both innovation and creativy
behavior.

1. Luxury gastronomy requires the discovery of new aspects
related to a dish, a natural element, a preparation.

2.1n the new dishes, there is the essence of the chefs' cultural
heritage.

3. Every day, you can have a different plate to present and
unpredicatbility is around the corner!

4. Leveraging knowledge of historical aspects allows to innovate
dishes' preparations while preserving its "natural” sustainabily.

5. Overcoming market trends, going back to ancient roots allow to
resynchronize restaurant green behavior and chef
innovativeness.

1. Enhancing sensory and aesthetics to communicate restaurant
behavior.

2.The narrative (history, culture) in the dining-room is the
closing link of a process that extends beyond the kitchen.

1. Buying from local producers gives restaurant access to
seasonal and fresh food, wih lower environmental impacts.

»| Food Management

Resource

Management

4—{ People

Plate

Place

2. Local food help preserving biodiversity and cuisine heritage.
3. Local means defining a strong gastronomic identity, that is
unique and difficult to imitate.

1. Having a corporate garden helps in respecting seasonality
and climate.

2. Offering natural cuisine.

3. Introducing greener and more sustainabile menus allow to
meet the market trends, while promoting local natural
ingredients.

1. Supply chain management requires adaptation to the
sustainable vision of the restaurants.

2.Optmizing supply chain relations allows being respectful of
market offer.

3. Shortening supply chains to maximize quality.

4. Buying local food serves ad financial cushion for small
producers.

5. Search excellent partners for being respecful of flavors.

6. Local producers are part of the ecosystem.

1. Promoting social events helps to sustain ecosystem.

2. Local networking fosters entrepreneurial initiatives.

3. Local events are often part of educational projects aimed at
spreading gastronomic culture.

4. Offering an entire experience to customers allow to create
authentic connections.

5. Introducing people to the territory where the restaurant
operates elevates customers' green counsciuoness.

6. Investing in the training of the dining staff to communicate

thre restaurant's vision.

Data structure.

Local Food

Menu
Reconfiguration
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Community
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4 | Findings

In this section, the findings are presented based on the three
main dimensions—green sustainable behavior, creativity, and
terroir—reflecting core circular business model principles of
sustainability, as well as innovation.

4.1 | Green Sustainable Behavior for a
Regenerative Culinary System

A notable mix of social and environmental values was observed
among the interviewed chefs, reflecting their efforts to redefine
business models in alignment with CE principles for a regener-
ative culinary system. In this respect, seeking to move beyond
sustainability to foster practices that would restore the ecosys-
tem while ensuring long-term advantage, R4 emphasized the
need “to create an environment in which future generations can
grow but also realize their full potential and achieve well-being
[...]. Sustainability is not just about preserving available resources
and reducing carbon emissions; it is also about embracing its so-
cial and human aspects. If quality is your restaurant’s hallmark,
sustainability can't be off the menu.” Similarly, R2 stressed the
impossibility of decoupling restaurant operativity from sus-
tainability since “it is an element of our operation philosophy,”
as the surrounding natural beauty directly inspires a commit-
ment to environmental preservation. The chefs' green behav-
iors revealed their intensifying focus on food management and
regenerative practices. R3 commented on the need to increas-
ingly embody green practices into daily operativity through “a
roadmap of smaller and short-term goals, affecting production,
water recovery, and food waste minimization.” Accordingly, R4
shared his restaurant’s green agenda, accentuating the impor-
tance of regenerative operational strategies such as “reducing
CO, emissions, rethinking and making resource management
more efficient, and significantly supporting production cycles.”
The principle of efficient food management was reinforced by
R3's emphasis on stockpiling by “keeping things as fresh as pos-
sible” and R4's advocacy for using “products that travel minimal
distances,” thus preserving their flavors and nutritional values.
Beyond operational adjustments, some chefs underscored the
strategic and collaborative nature of regeneration. R5 under-
scored the need for culinary regeneration—*“no longer being a
trendy concept but having to consider such unique product|s]
that leverage the quality of taste and ethics.” R1 highlighted
the social aspect of this shift, emphasizing the significance of
engaging stakeholders and the need to “push [our] suppliers
towards [the| same directions [as ours],” albeit with limitations
due to external regulatory constraints. Similarly, R6 broadened
this systemic view of green behavior, pointing out “collabora-
tive and trustworthy relationships with producers and suppli-
ers, transcending the scope of our individual operations. It is
about sharing a nourishing value system that fuels not only our
tables but also our businesses.” Technological innovation also
emerged as a key enabler of green sustainable behavior, with R2,
R4, and R5 underscoring investments in energy renovation and
efficiency projects. R5 noted that “strategies in terms of circular
planning [in a restaurant| are mostly strategies of technological
use, from solar thermal systems to electric vehicle charging sta-
tions, respecting the unique characteristics of the place we call
home.” Collectively, these efforts illustrate a progressive shift

toward a regenerative culinary system that undergoes a substan-
tial change in chefs' green sustainable behavior and integrates
the CE principles of environmental conservation, ethical sourc-
ing, and technological advancements.

4.2 | Creativity as a “Hidden” Triggering
Factor of Innovation in Circular Business Models

All informants commented on the prominent role of creativity
in their activities and projects, describing it as a core resource
that shaped their culinary processes in alignment with circular
business models. While R5 clearly emphasized the personal di-
mension of creativity, stating that “each dish is the expression of
personal creativity” R6 noted the importance of personal traits
in designing his culinary creative process, describing it as “a
matter of personality, curiosity, and research [on] evolution and
experimentation that changes over time,” fueling innovation in
kitchens while embedding CE principles in every operational
process.

R3 also elaborated on creativity as a dynamic process:
“Immediately after becoming a chef, creativity is not a targeted
process. There could be a lot of ideas, following current trends
in gastronomy. Only later, creativity becomes more focused, as
once [you] learn to concentrate on fewer things while executing
them exceptionally well, as you started to know your environ-
ment [...].” This iterative nature of culinary creativity aligns with
the application of CE principles and values in kitchens, where
ideas are developed, tested, and improved over time to achieve
sustainable outcomes at every level of each dish creation. Here,
the chefs’ creativity plays a fundamental role since it is not about
changing something in the final product but really “delving
within oneself to explore [one's] own experiences, family, and
culinary dreams” (R1). R3 further stressed the importance of
grounding creativity in the local context, emphasizing the value
of “truly knowing your own territory with its unique flavors so
that the inspiration comes naturally through tasting the ingredi-
ents themselves.” This approach ties the creative process to local
resources, aligning with the CE principles of resource efficiency
and regeneration. The willingness to hybridize new culinary
techniques with ancient gastronomy traditions resonated in the
words of R3, who underscored the significance of “knowing the
history of those who came before us [...]. Rejuvenating and en-
hancing historical practices, obviously more sustainable than
those in use today, allow us to create new flavors,” thus enhanc-
ing sustainable value creation and delivery. Reinforcing this per-
spective, R5 pointed out the importance of “being immersed in
the essence of the material.” The idea of a nonlinear path to in-
novation, with feedforward loops, is evident in R3's observation
that “everyone in this culinary industry is creative; thus, it is ex-
hilarating to see team members initiate and implement their cre-
ative projects.” This viewpoint is consistent with the rationale of
interorganizational collaboration and network creativity as en-
ablers of the transition to the CE within the culinary ecosystem.
Expanding on this argument, R2 emphasized the urgent need to
nurture the creation of “a circular system, beginning right from
the soil, encompassing both catering itself and the restaurant
management, in a holistic manner.” This systemic perspective
reframes creativity as a renewable human resource that drives
collective innovation and collaboration, allowing stakeholders
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to co-create solutions that advance sustainability goals. R4
summarized this concept well: “We can move toward a more
sustainable society only if everyone works together: operators,
staff, producers, and guests—it depends on all of us. Naturally,
the finest restaurateurs have the privilege and responsibility to
lead by example, proving that sustainability can truly thrive in
the world of gastronomy.” To achieve this goal, chefs' creativity
must guide CE principles' integration into the industry. This im-
perative is evident in R5's statement that even if every cuisine
is born from creativity, “the raw materials I select—how they
are grown, treated, or raised—are the true foundation|[s of] the
creative process.” R6 reinforced this position, accentuating the
final outcomes of his creativity: “Everything is used—nothing
is wasted. This [shows] circular economy principles in action.”
This focus on adapting to natural cycles embodies CE princi-
ples in every facet of creative culinary innovation, from the
selection of local ingredients to waste reduction and resource
regeneration.

4.3 | Intrinsic Dynamic Dimension of Circular
Business Models in Michelin GS Restaurants: The
Art of Terroir

All chefs described incorporating “terroir” in their cooking style
and restaurant operations, aligning with the CE principles of
leveraging local resources and fostering sustainable value cre-
ation. In this sense, R3 argued, “We predominantly utilize local
ingredients, [which] helps us to define a gastronomic experience
that is deeply rooted in our community and is difficult to rep-
licate elsewhere.” Similarly, R6 highlighted the importance of
building long-term trustworthy relationships with local sup-
pliers, for example, through “pre-purchase agreements that
act as financial stabilizer[s] for their production processes and
their profitability.” These practices profile an embryonic type
of farm-to-table model, emphasizing the application of the CE
principles of fostering local supply chains and ensuring eco-
nomic resilience through collaboration. In a similar vein, two
chefs explained that they managed company gardens to better
understand and respect seasonal cycles. R6 noted, “Everything
that is planted is used in the restaurants and in the dishes [...]. At
six-thirty, I go down to the garden, armed with some knowledge,
as T have to plan and organize the garden to align with the dishes
we offer.” This effectively exemplifies the application of the cir-
cular business model’s principle of regenerative production and
consumption management to close the loop between farming
and culinary output. While some chefs prioritize zero-kilometer
sourcing, others adapt their strategies to better balance local sus-
tainability with quality and product availability. R2 remarked,
“Zero kilometer has always been the buzzword—but not for us.
Our choice is to opt for suppliers of excellence,” highlighting a
flexible implementation of CE principles in operative contexts.
Similarly, R5 noted, “Even though the weekly local market re-
mains, and that's where I get most of my products, I have to
account for the available quantity for my restaurant [...]. If I in-
creased the quantity, it would transform everything, not being
good for the environment.” These decisions account for the
heterogeneous managerial approaches that are useful for suc-
cessfully managing the transition to the CE. Most of the inter-
viewees also acknowledged the importance of promoting their
terroir, undergoing various forms of community-based activism.

R6 emphasized this point by suggesting an engagement in “local-
based projects with young entrepreneurs. The only thing I can
do is leveraging my over 40years of experience in the restorative
industry to bring prominence to the entrepreneurial businesses,
as a mere educator and supporter of our terroir.” Similarly, R4
underscored his restaurant’s participation in “local community
events, including courses for HGV, the Gastronomic Association
of South Tyrol” to enrich the local culinary landscape. R3 drew
attention to the media impact of Genesis, “an event that fuses
human regeneration with gourmet gastronomy. With the goal
of elevating people's conscious experience of the mountain, na-
ture, and the daily rhythms that it dictates, Genesis is an op-
portunity to introduce people to our territory in a unique way”.
Sharing the same opinion, R1 noted the importance of off-site
events with other chefs, also trying to “overcome the challenges
we encounter from an associative perspective,” to elevate the
communities’ connections to their natural and cultural heri-
tage. Finally, the chefs acknowledged the role of education in
advancing circular business models goals. As R5 remarked, “the
training process for the staff in the dining room to helping them
[in] understanding our local products” would add value to local-
based storytelling. R4 and R2 echoed R5's viewpoint, comment-
ing on their efforts to create menus “respectful of the climate”
and “dictated by the natural offering of each season, like our
menu ‘Orto 6.23’—crafted exclusively with ingredients of this
new month [June 2023],” respectively.

5 | Discussion

Our explorative study's findings shed light on the three dimen-
sions facilitating the CE transition in Michelin GS restaurants’
business models: green sustainable behavior, creativity, and
terroir. Consistent with previous studies emphasizing HC's
role in driving the CE in the entire food industry (Huang
et al. 2023; Schwark et al. 2020; Presenza et al. 2019), along
with our multiple-case study approach, our research comple-
ments Bocken and Ritala's (2022) framework by helping eluci-
date how these fine-dining restaurants strategically navigate
resource and innovation strategies to achieve circular outcomes.
Specifically, building on Bocken and Ritala’s categorization of
circular business model archetypes, we further unpack narrow-
ing, slowing, and closing resource loop strategies across three
levels of operativity: product, process, and organization. Table 2
illustrates how our dimensions converge within Bocken and
Ritala's framework to achieve circular outcomes.

All interviews reveal that green sustainable behavior emerges as
a core driver for embedding resource strategies in Michelin GS
restaurants, emphasizing operational and resource efficiency
(McAdams et al. 2019) and the need for systemic collaboration
to transition to the implementation of CE principles. Specifically,
through product-level innovation, restaurants design climate-
respectful menus (Noguer-Junca and Fusté-Forné 2024) that pri-
oritize seasonal and local ingredients, thereby directly reducing
resource consumption and energy inputs (narrowing loops). At
the process level, chefs underline their efforts in promoting the
adoption of energy-efficient technologies, water recovery systems,
and circular practices to minimize their environmental footprint
(closing loops) while ensuring resource longevity (slowing loops)
and preserving high-quality cuisine (Geissdoerfer et al. 2018).
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TABLE 2 | Keydimensions and practices of circular business models in Michelin Green Star restaurants.

Dimension of
CBM

Innovation

Resources

Green
Sustainable
Behavior

Creativity

Terroir

Product: ecofriendly menus with local and seasonal
ingredients

Process: adoption of energy-efficient technologies
Context: engaging suppliers in aligned sustainability
practices to enhance seasonal production cycles;
network creativity

Product: creating unique dishes using upcycled and
seasonal ingredients, thus enhancing sustainable
creativity innovation

Process: reinterpreting traditional techniques to adapt
them to more sustainable ways

Context: engaging in collaborative projects with both
team members and stakeholders, creating supporting
networks for circular innovations

Product: highlighting local culture and flavor in menu,
reflecting the uniqueness of the cultural heritage
Process: managing in-house gardens to align with
seasonal agricultural cycles as an embryonic form of

Narrowing: reducing energy and material
inputs

Slowing: integrating short-term goals into
daily operations

Closing: recycling and composting food
waste

Slowing: extending ingredient lifecycle by
hybridizing ancient and new techniques
Closing: transforming surplus ingredients
into new dishes to minimize resource losses

Narrowing: strengthening local supply
chains

Slowing: prioritizing seasonal sourcing for
resource efficiency and social narratives

farm-to-table model
« Context: community-based activism

« Closing: shortening supply chains

This perfectly aligns with the arguments made by Pearson (2024)
and Filimonau et al. (2019)—that is, chefs' green sustainable be-
haviors drive innovation and experimental approaches to food
waste management in kitchens. Additionally, our interviewed
chefs reveal that they actively involve suppliers in sustainable
practices and shared green behavior (context innovation).

Our findings also align with those of Parreira (2024) in terms
of delineating a creativity model for circular HC, as chefs push
the boundaries of both value creation and delivery processes. In
all interviews, chef creativity emerges as a “hidden” trigger for
innovation (Presenza and Petruzzelli 2019). At the product level,
creativity encourages chefs to progressively increase their en-
gagement in prioritizing food waste prevention by creating new
dishes through more sustainable techniques and local ingredi-
ents (Albors-Garrigds et al. 2018), aligning with closing-loop
strategies. According to the chefs, they iteratively refine their
menus, reinterpreting ancient culinary techniques, blending
them with contemporary sustainable strategies to extend ingre-
dient lifecycles (slowing loops) and resulting in less food waste
in restaurants. Moreover, all chefs highlight the importance of
cultivating relationships with the various actors in the food eco-
system to nurture a shared set of values, deeply rooted in circu-
larity (Parreira 2024), thus embracing even more robust social
and environmental dimensions of CE dynamics.

Finally, our results point to the significance of terroir
(Tresidder 2015) in grounding Michelin GS restaurants to an-
chor circular practices in the food industry by leveraging both
the locality and the cultural heritage (Huang et al. 2023). At the
product level, terroir inspires chefs to create dishes rooted in
local flavors and culinary traditions (Taha and Abbas 2023) to
fully embrace narrowing-loop strategies (Ryen et al. 2022). At the
process level, terroir is reflected in the use of in-house gardens,

where chefs can adopt more green and organic farming as well
as better align restaurant production with seasonal agricultural
cycles (slowing loops). To align their business models with CE
principles, Michelin GS restaurants are increasingly grounding
their operativity in the concept of terroir, encompassing the em-
phasis on their sense of place, product quality differentiation,
and branding the social narrative (Bertella 2023). Against this
backdrop, at the context level, of particular importance is the
engagement in community initiatives and educational programs
aimed at preserving cultural and ecological heritage (Gossling
and Hall 2021) while reinforcing local collaboration and short-
ening supply chains (closing loops).

Overall, our findings show how Michelin GS restaurants can op-
erationalize CE principles in their business models through the
symbiotic integration of green sustainable behavior, creativity,
and terroir across both resource and innovation strategies.

This multidimensional approach not only highlights the trans-
formative potential of HC as a driver of CE transition but also
helps in delineating a replicable framework for advancing sus-
tainability across the entire food industry. The resulting frame-
work is summarized in Figure 2.

6 | Concluding Implications and Future Research
Directions

By exploring how Michelin GS restaurants progressively inte-
grate CE principles into their business models, our study con-
tributes to the broader theoretical stream at the intersection of
sustainability, luxury gastronomy, and business model innova-
tion. Specifically, this paper expands prior research by delving
into the analysis of the dimensions activating CBMIs, as well

8 of 12

Business Ethics, the Environment & Responsibility, 2025

85U8017 SUOWILIOD BAeaI 3|qedljdde aup Aq peuenob afe sefonfe YO ‘8sN Jo Se|ni Joj Afeiq)T8UlUO A8]1/M UO (SUOPUOD-PUE-SWLBI WO A8 | 1M ARIq 1 BU1 UO//SANY) SUORIPUOD PUe S | 841 885 *[6Z02/90/TT] Uo AriqiTauluO A8 |1 BUISSSIA I 1PNIS 11Be@ A1s.eAIUN AQ £G8ZT 1880/ TTTT OT/I0P/WO0 A8 | 1M ARIq | BUI UO//:SANY WOI) pepeojumod ‘0 ‘¥Zi9r692



Green-Starred Circular
Business Model

Green Sustainable Behavior

- Pro-environment Awareness
- Food Management
s - Resource Management N

Terroir Creativity
- Local Food e e - People
- Menu Reconfiguration - Plate

- Supply Chain Relationship

- Place
- Community Outreach

FIGURE2 | Redefined framework.

as their interdependencies across business practices and strat-
egies, in HC restaurants. We have conducted a multiple-case
study of seven Michelin GS restaurants in Italy, combining semi-
structured interviews with chefs and secondary data sources, to
delineate a new conceptual model based on the three main di-
mensions—green sustainable behavior, creativity, and terroir—
that forge a path to a more circular business model.

The first dimension—green sustainable behavior—emerges as the
crucial principle behind the integration of CE principles into HC,
influencing both the depth and the breadth of circular business
operativity approaches. Our findings reveal that sustainability in
Michelin GS restaurants transcends operational adjustments to in-
clude broader systemic transformations in supply-chain relation-
ships, regenerative resource management, and the development of
climate-conscious menus (Pearson 2024). Our findings highlight
the fact that green sustainable behavior can coexist with and even
complement exclusivity, reinforcing the idea that fine dining can
effectively drive CE transition and innovation in business models
(Kapferer and Michaut-Denizeau 2014). Moreover, the systemic
collaboration observed among chefs and suppliers signals the evo-
lution of an ecosystem approach that aims to achieve circularity in
the entire food industry, with sustainability mandatorily embed-
ded in products, processes, and the organizational culture (Evans
et al. 2017).

The second dimension—creativity—plays a crucial role in in-
tegrating CE principles into HC. Our findings suggest that cre-
ativity acts as a “hidden” enabler of business model innovation,
allowing chefs to experiment with culinary techniques, reinter-
pret traditions, and refine the circular use of ingredients. Indeed,
creativity emerges as a dimension for ensuring GS restaurants’
environmental sustainability, while enhancing their commer-
cial value, through brand differentiation and the realignment of
multiple stakeholders' interests (Brown et al. 2021). By revealing
how creativity shapes both value creation and delivery within
a CE framework, this study enriches the innovation manage-
ment literature and focuses on the prominent role of creativity
in spurring circularity in the food industry.

Finally, the third dimension—terroir—is observed as a cata-
lyst for a broader systemic change toward circular practices
in HC, establishing a deep connection with the local envi-
ronment where the restaurants operate, effectively becoming
stewards of their ecosystem. Our findings show that terroir
serves as both an inspiration for circular culinary innovation

and a tool for promoting localized value networks. By prior-
itizing seasonal sourcing, strengthening local supply chains,
and engaging in community-based initiatives, Michelin GS
restaurants demonstrate how circular business models can
be intertwined with place-based cultural and ecological heri-
tage. Furthermore, our study sheds light on how terroir-driven
strategies contribute to the implementation of streamlined
food supply chains and farm-to-table models, which improve
both environmental sustainability and socioeconomic resil-
ience (Tresidder 2015).

Beyond these three core dimensions of the circular business
model used in Michelin GS restaurants, this study provides
new insights into the mechanisms through which creative busi-
nesses navigate the complexities of incorporating CE principles
into their business models. Our findings illustrate the necessity
of balancing environmental, social, and economic components
while managing dynamic forces (i.e., quality and quantity of re-
sources, timing of return of resources, etc.) and relationships. In
thisregard, this study offers a more in-depth conceptualization of
the GS circular business models, where green sustainable behav-
ior, creativity, and terroir are activated simultaneously and in-
terdependently. Furthermore, our study enriches the innovation
management literature by introducing a more structured frame-
work for understanding CE integration into creative industries.
Our proposed framework extends Bocken and Ritala's (2022)
framework, highlighting how Michelin GS restaurants imple-
ment narrowing, closing, and slowing resource loops across
three levels: product, process, and organization. In doing so, this
research contributes to the broader CE literature by introducing
and empirically validating a novel framework that identifies and
explains how fine dining serves as a testing ground for innova-
tive CE strategies, influencing sustainable transitions across the
entire food industry (Albors-Garrigos et al. 2018).

This research also provides valuable insights for managers, pol-
icymakers, and consumers in the HC sector, highlighting effec-
tive pathways for integrating CE principles into business model
innovation. For managers and practitioners, our study presents
a demonstrative case for considering green sustainable behav-
ior, creativity, and terroir as important pillars of business strat-
egy, significantly shaping value creation, delivery, and capture
in the CE context. This research has multifaceted implications
for managers. First, chefs are encouraged to adopt a holistic ap-
proach, anchoring sustainability at the core of the broader di-
mensions of green behavior. Implementing sustainable culinary
practices, improving energy efficiency, and promoting collabo-
rative relationships with suppliers can accelerate the transition
to circularity. Second, managers are urged to leverage creativity,
not just as a tool for culinary artistry, but as a strategic asset for
sustainability-driven innovation. Experimenting with upcycling
ingredients, rediscovering traditional cooking techniques, and
designing menus inspired by CE principles can enhance both
environmental and commercial outcomes, enabling restaurant
managers to capitalize on strategic assets for a long-term compet-
itive edge. Third, managers could embrace the concept of terroir
to craft a distinctive value proposition, reinforcing authenticity
and differentiation. Our findings also highlight the potential of
terroir as a bridge between local traditions and global sustain-
ability trends, enabling restaurants to create a broader impact on
gastronomy and circularity (Huang et al. 2023).
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For policymakers, this study emphasizes the strategic role of
Michelin GS restaurants as sustainability pioneers in the food
industry. Policies and incentives aimed at supporting circular
business models in HC could have a significant positive effect
across the sector. Regulatory frameworks should facilitate access
to sustainable local ingredients, support regional supply-chain
collaboration, and promote knowledge-sharing initiatives that
empower restaurants to scale circular innovations. Additionally,
structured programs promoting partnerships between HC estab-
lishments and educational institutions could improve workforce
training in circular gastronomy, ensuring that future genera-
tions of chefs will be equipped with the skills necessary to drive
systemic sustainability transitions.

For consumers, this research clearly shows the increasing
role of customer choices in strengthening CE transitions in
luxury dining. Although consumers are often excluded from
the initial stages of culinary innovation, their preferences and
purchasing behaviors have profound impacts on sustainabil-
ity practices. By prioritizing restaurants that integrate CE
principles, customers can actively contribute to the evolution
of the circular gastronomy industry. Awareness campaigns
and transparent sustainability communication can further
empower consumers to make informed choices, promoting a
cultural shift where circularity is embraced as a crucial com-
ponent of luxury dining.

While our findings offer valuable insights into circular business
models in HC, our study has some limitations that may open
further research directions. We have employed a qualitative
methodology by conducting a multiple-case study. Future lines
of research could expand on our study by incorporating quanti-
tative analyses to support the robustness and generalization of
our findings, as well as providing a more comprehensive repre-
sentation of the investigated sector. Future research could also
consider different geographical areas to examine and compare
contextual factors that might effectively shape the implemen-
tation of CE principles and practices in Michelin GS restau-
rants, emphasizing heterogeneous relationships among green
sustainable behavior, creativity, and terroir. Further research
could take into account other dimensions that could impact the
transition to circular business models in the creative industry.
Finally, longitudinal studies could provide useful insights into
the long-term effects of activating these new levers of change on
HC performances and circular outcomes.
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