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Abstract–The main objective of the research was to 

determine the relationship between the circular economy, cost 

leadership, strategic focus, and differentiation in exporting 

firms in an emerging economy. It is in line with Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG) 12: Responsible consumption and 

production, promoting the efficient use of resources and the 

circular economy to reduce environmental impacts, improve 

efficiency, lower costs, and strengthen corporate social 

responsibility, thereby improving competitiveness.  

The methodology was applied, with a quantitative 

approach, a non-experimental cross-sectional design, and a 

correlational scope. The final sample consisted of 75 

employees from two companies located in Peru and Colombia. 

The results showed that there is a moderate positive 

relationship between the implementation of the circular 

economy, cost leadership, differentiation, and a focus on 

exporting companies in an emerging economy. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

 Since the 1970s, we have faced a global environmental 

crisis that has impacted various areas, yet the transition to a 

more sustainable way of life has been slow. Despite questions 

about the excessive exploitation of natural resources, a market- 

driven lifestyle persisted, intensifying pressure on resources 

and energy sources and pushing them to their limits [1]. This 

model, known as the linear economy, was influenced by 

consumerism, in which industries competed to increase sales 

volume through the excessive use of raw materials [2]; where 

greenhouse gas emissions reached 23% in 2015 [3]. 

 Against this backdrop, the circular economy (CE) 

emerged as an alternative, promoting a business model focused 

on reducing, reusing, and recycling raw materials in order to 

foster a green and sustainable economy [4].  

 Internationally, this model gained relevance in Latin 

America and the Caribbean, where public policies were key 

factors in promoting circular practices, such as product design, 

supply chains, and the production stage in industries, seeking to 

reduce global emissions from production processes by up to 

40% by 2050 [3]. 

 On the other hand, in Peru, activities such as mining, 

fishing, industry, and agribusiness, the latter accounting for 

approximately 33% of deforested hectares, had a high 

environmental impact [5]; this led the Peruvian government to 

implement business policies geared toward an eco-efficient 

economy as part of a strategic plan from 2019 to 2030, which 

promoted responsible production and consumption, facilitating 

progress toward an optimal circular economy model that boosts 

national competitiveness [6].  

 In Colombia, the activities of coal mining companies 

have various environmental impacts. These include air and 

water pollution, deforestation, and increased greenhouse gas 

emissions. These issues directly affect the development of the 

circular economy. They hinder the sustainable use of resources 

and promote a linear economic model based on extraction and 

waste. Although coal mining contributes to economic growth, 

it also exacerbates environmental problems. This compels 

companies and the government to implement more sustainable 

and circular strategies. It is necessary to reduce waste, reuse 

materials, and mitigate ecological damage. [7] 

 Despite this, the hydrobiological sector is currently 

exposed to a collision of competitive challenges, due to its focus 

on mostly linear production models, where limited 

technological innovation and poor adoption of sustainable 

practices come into play, minimizing its ability to differentiate 

itself in demanding foreign markets. According to a study 

identified by the Arequipa Chamber of Commerce (2024) [8], 

the Peruvian hydrobiological sector experienced 329.2% 

growth in 2024, representing around 0.8% of the national GDP.  
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 It is well known that the export of hydrobiological 

products in Peru and coal in Colombia is one of the most 

important economic activities in both countries, as it accounts 

for a large share of their exports due to their strategic locations. 

According to the Ministry of Production [9], exports face a 

number of challenges, including overfishing, a lack of adequate 

infrastructure, the informal economy, and limited technological 

innovation, all of which hinder their competitiveness in foreign 

markets with high sustainability standards. 

 In view of this, the main problem posed was: What is 

the relationship between the circular economy, cost leadership, 

focus, and differentiation in exporting firms in an emerging 

economy?  

 Accordingly, the main objective was to determine the 

relationship between the circular economy, cost leadership, 

focus, and differentiation in exporting firms in an emerging 

economy. The specific objectives were 1) to establish the 

relationship between the circular economy and cost leadership 

in exporting firms in an emerging economy, 2) to determine the 

relationship between the circular economy and differentiation 

in exporting firms in an emerging economy, and 3) to identify 

the relationship between the circular economy and the focus in 

exporting firms in an emerging economy. 

 From this point on, the research was theoretically 

justified by several theories. For variable 1, Ellen MacArthur's 

Circular Economy theory [10] was used, and for variable 2, 3 

and 4, Michael Porter's Generic Strategies theory [1] was used.  

 Thus, in terms of methodology, a survey was used as a 

technique and a questionnaire as an instrument; these resources 

are useful not only for this research but also as a guide for other 

researchers on similar issues. In practical terms, relevant 

information was provided on the circular economy and 

competitiveness, with strategies aimed at promoting 

sustainability as an added value to stand out from the 

competition.  

II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 The theoretical basis for the research is presented 

below: the circular economy theory of the Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation [12], the authoritative organization on the circular 

economy worldwide, which is based on three fundamental 

principles: i) Preserve and enhance natural capital, which refers 

to promoting the sensible use of resources, prioritizing the most 

efficient or renewable ones, thus allowing natural capital to 

regenerate. ii) Optimizing resource performance, which 

involves keeping products, components, and materials in 

circulation for as long as possible, designing them to be 

renewed and/or recycled. iii) Promoting system effectiveness, 

which aims to eliminate from the design any negative external 

factors that may affect other sectors and/or environmental 

factors [10]. 

 Likewise, in 1990, Porter himself put forward the 

theory of generic strategies, which has three effective strategies: 

i) Cost leadership, based on providing products at lower costs 

than competitors, which may require a reduction in production 

costs, achieving greater efficiency in operations. ii) 

Differentiation, aimed at capturing a specific market segment 

by offering a product with unique characteristics that 

distinguish it from others and are innovative. iii) Focus, based 

on providing adequate and exclusive attention to a specific 

market segment, rationally adapting the offer to its demands 

[11]. 

III. METHODOLOGY 

A. Type and design of the research 

 The research was conducted using an applied approach, 

as it sought primarily to offer practical solutions to current 

problems, emphasizing the application of scientific knowledge 

with the aim of generating findings and alternative solutions in 

line with the study objective [13]. 

  According to the approach developed, it is 

characterized as quantitative. According to Yucra and Bernedo 

[14], they define it as an analytical process, that is, one that 

starts from the general and moves to the specific.  

 Likewise, the study design was non-experimental and 

cross-sectional, as it was conducted over a specific period of 

time. It took a correlational approach, with the aim of 

establishing the actual relationship between the circular 

economy, low costs, differentiation, and the business strategies 

of companies exporting hydrobiological products and coal in 

Peru and Colombia.   

 Coronel [15] mentioned that this perspective transcends 

a simple description, as it focuses on identifying and analyzing 

the degree of association between two or more variables within 

a specific phenomenon in reality. 

B. Variables and operationalization 

 Regarding variable 1: circular economy, Cabrera [16] 

defined it as a model that involves a comprehensive perspective 

on economic activities in the context of a sustainable 

environment. It involves a wide range of fields in which 

production processes, consumption patterns, the type and use of 

raw materials, energy generation, the supply chain, and the 

treatment of solid waste, among other things, are modified.  

 Likewise, this variable has three fundamental principles 

that were adapted as dimensions: i) Preserve and enhance 

natural capital, with a focus on recording water circularity, 

renewable energy use, and material circularity. ii) Optimizing 

resource performance, where the type of recovery, useful life, 

productivity of circular material, on-site water circulation, and 

percentage of critical material were measured. iii) Promoting 

system effectiveness, where the measurement will be of the 

impact of greenhouse gases (GHG), the impact on nature, and 

science, technology, and information (STI) income. 

 Additionally, variables 2, 3, and 4 are components of 

competitiveness, which was conceptualized at the national level 

as the ability to sell in foreign markets while maintaining 

domestic income. From a business perspective, it refers to the 

supply of products or services that offer advantages in terms of 
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price, quality, and the opportunity to excel in profitability and 

efficiency on a global scale [17]. 

 Three comparative strategies were considered as 

variables: i) Cost leadership, where cost reduction, process 

efficiency, and waste disposal were recorded. ii) 

Differentiation, which was measured by the degree of 

innovation, added value, and quality. iii) Focus, where the 

measurement was segmentation, loyalty, and personalization. 

C. Population, sample, and sampling 

 To continue, the population is the total group of 

individuals with similar properties, which can be as extensive 

as the inhabitants of a country or as specific as the employees 

of an organization [18]. Therefore, after applying the inclusion 

and exclusion criteria described above, the final population 

consisted of 75 employees—50 from a hydrobiological 

products export company in Peru and 25 from a coal export 

company in Colombia—who participated in the questionnaire 

for this study.  

 According to the sampling, it is the set of techniques 

and processes for selecting a small set of a population that 

allows finding a reference point of knowledge in the research 

process [19]. For this study, census sampling was used. 

D. Data collection, techniques and instruments 

 For the study, a survey was conducted due to the 

quantitative analysis applied during the research process. 

Similarly, a questionnaire was used as a data collection 

instrument, with the aim of targeting a specific group. Its use 

emphasized the search based on the researcher's objectives to 

obtain accurate information according to the company being 

prioritized [20]. 

 Likewise, in order to support its reliability, pilot tests 

were applied to 20 valid cases without any type of exclusion, 

which allowed for the validation of internal consistency using 

Cronbach's alpha, with a result result of 0.811 for V1 (circular 

economy), 0.812 for V2 (cost leadership), 0.757 for V3 

(differentiation), and 0.831 for V4 (focus), both above 0.7, 

which demonstrated its reliability. 

IV. RESULTS 

 An inferential analysis of the results was performed to 

identify the correlations and significance of both the specific 

objectives and the general objective. We began with the first 

specific objective, which was to establish the relationship 

between the circular economy and cost leadership. The 

alternative hypothesis was: There is a significant relationship 

between the circular economy and cost leadership in exporting 

firms in an emerging economy, and the null hypothesis was: 

There is no significant relationship between the circular 

economy and cost leadership in exporting firms in an emerging 

economy. 

 

 

 

 

 

TABLE 1 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CIRCULAR ECONOMY AND 

 COST LEADERSHIP 

 
Circular 

economy 

Cost 

Leadershi

p 

Spearman

's Rho  

Circular 

economy 

Correlatio

n  

coefficien

t 

1.000 0.742 

Sig. 

(bilateral) 
 <00.1 

N 75 75 

Cost 

Leadershi

p 

Correlatio

n  

coefficien

t 

0.742  

Sig. 

(bilateral) 
<00.1  

N 75 75 

 Note: The correlation is positive at the 0.01 level (two-

tailed). 

 The table showed Spearman's correlation between the 

first and the second variable, where the coefficient was 0.742, 

indicating the existence of a moderate positive relationship for 

both circular economy and cost leadership. This suggested that 

as the adoption of circular practices in the company increases, 

they also contribute to improving cost leadership. Likewise, the 

bilateral significance value is less than 0.001, which is below 

the commonly accepted level of (p < 0.01). This confirmed that 

the identified relationship is statistically significant; in other 

words, it is not a product of chance. The alternative hypothesis 

was accepted and the null hypothesis was rejected. 

  This suggests that as the adoption of circular practices 

increases among exporting firms, these practices also contribute 

to improving cost leadership, indicating that actions such as 

streamlining inputs, reducing and efficiently using goods 

contribute effectively to increasing operating expenses and 

improving the cost structure. 

 To continue with specific objective number two, the 

alternative hypothesis was: There is a significant relationship 

between the circular economy and differentiation in exporting 

firms in an emerging economy, and the null hypothesis was: 

There is no significant relationship between the circular 

economy and differentiation in exporting firms in an emerging 

economy. 
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TABLE 2 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CIRCULAR ECONOMY AND 

DIFFERENTIATION 

 
Circular 

economy 

Differenti

ation 

Spearman

's Rho  

Circular 

economy 

Correlatio

n  

coefficien

t 

1.000 .689 

Sig. 

(bilateral) 
 <.007 

N 75 75 

Differenti

ation 

Correlatio

n  

coefficien

t 

.689 1.000 

Sig. 

(bilateral) 
<.007  

N 75 75 

 Note: The correlation is positive at the 0.01 level (two-

tailed). 

 

 The table presented the correlation analysis between the 

first and third variables, resulting in a Spearman's coefficient of 

0.689, which showed a low positive relationship. This indicated 

that, as circular economy practices are implemented in the 

entity, areas for improvement were observed in order to achieve 

the ability to differentiate from the competition, in actions such 

as process innovation and the effective use of resources, which 

help to create distinctive attributes that strengthen the 

organization's competitive positioning vis-à-vis its competitors. 

 Similarly, the reported bilateral significance value was 

less than 0.007, falling below the accepted threshold (p < 0.01). 

As a result, it is evident that the relationship established is 

statistically valid, rather than being the product of chance; 

therefore, it can be stated that differentiation and the circular 

economy are positively correlated. The alternative hypothesis 

was accepted and the null hypothesis was rejected. 

 Regarding the third and final specific objective, which 

was to identify the relationship between the circular economy 

and the focus, the alternative hypothesis was: There is a 

significant relationship between the circular economy and the 

focus on exporting firms in an emerging economy, and the null 

hypothesis was: There is no significant relationship between the 

circular economy and the focus on exporting firms in an 

emerging economy. 

 

TABLE 3 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CIRCULAR ECONOMY AND 

THE FOCUS  

 
Circular 

economy 
Focus 

Spearman

's Rho  

Circular 

economy 

Correlatio

n  

coefficien

t 

1.000 .815 

Sig. 

(bilateral) 
 <.001 

N 75 75 

Focus 

Correlatio

n  

coefficien

t 

.815 1.000 

Sig. 

(bilateral) 
<.001  

N 75 75 

 Note: The correlation is positive at the 0.01 level (two-

tailed). 

 

 The table showed the correlation between the first and 

fourth variables, which resulted in a Spearman coefficient value 

of 0.760, reflecting a high positive relationship. This indicated 

that the greater the management of circular economy practices 

within the organizations, the stronger the approach, 

contributing to the development of a more solid strategic vision 

focused on specific market segments. In addition, the value, 

which was much lower than the significance level (p < 0.01), 

confirmed that the identified relationship is statistically 

significant. The alternative hypothesis was accepted and the 

null hypothesis was rejected. 

 Finally, with regard to the main objective, the following 

research hypotheses were considered: H1: There is a significant 

relationship between the circular economy, cost leadership, 

strategic focus, and differentiation in exporting firms in an 

emerging economy; and H0: There is no significant relationship 

between the circular economy, cost leadership, strategic focus, 

and differentiation in exporting firms in an emerging economy.  

 Since positive significance values and Spearman’s Rho 

coefficients were obtained across all dimensions, the research 

hypothesis (H1) is accepted and the null hypothesis (H0) is 

rejected. These results provide compelling empirical evidence 

to affirm that the circular economy is a cross-cutting axis that 
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consolidates a sustainable and difficult-to-imitate competitive 

advantage, fulfilling the fundamental purpose of this study. 

 The results confirmed a positive and statistically 

significant correlation between the adoption of circular 

economy practices and the three dimensions of competitive 

advantage analyzed: cost leadership, differentiation, and focus. 

The findings suggested that, in the context of exporting firms in 

emerging economies, the transition to circular production 

models is not a secondary financial commitment, but rather a 

critical determinant of operational efficiency and international 

strategic positioning. 

V. DISCUSSION 

 In line with the main objective of the research, positive 

Spearman’s coefficients were obtained, indicating a statistically 

significant positive relationship of moderate-to-high strength 

between the study variables. This indicator shows that 

improving the incorporation of circular strategies, such as the 

reincorporation of resources and innovation in productive 

activities, substantially boosts business competitiveness. 

 This finding is reinforced by studies conducted by 

Corcoles and Triguero [21] and Enciso and Garcia [22], who 

determined that adopting circular practices in production 

systems not only maximizes the use of raw materials, but also 

strengthens the competitive position of entities vis-à-vis other 

increasingly self- sufficient markets. Likewise, Garcia and 

Vargas [23] recognized that there is a moderate positive 

correlation between the two variables used for exports, 

enhancing their role as a key pillar for encouraging performance 

in international markets. 

 On the other hand, Zuñiga et al. [24] highlighted their 

direct influence on business competitiveness, demonstrating 

that this factor is decisive and necessary for both the stability 

and development of business entities. Agazu and Kero [25] in 

their competitive analysis advocate the integration or flexible 

redesign of all sustainable processes, in contrast to those 

practices that make use of a traditional model limited to 

optimization. 

 Similarly, Ugarte [26] examined in detail that 

productive societies that involve control and monitoring 

devices, as well as integrating organizational evolution 

strategies, allow for the achievement of higher levels of both 

productivity and differentiation. In relation to this, Chikan et al. 

[27] noted that competitive performance is reflected in cost 

minimization, coupled with the ability to supply products or 

services with a differential strategic value. 

 Sarmiento et al. [10] demonstrate this empirical 

relationship by linking it directly to the theory proposed by the 

Ellen MacArthur Foundation [12], confirming that the 

integration of sustainable practices, rather than influencing the 

reduction of environmental impacts, contributes directly to 

increased competitiveness related to foreign market demands. 

 In line with the first specific objective, a moderate 

positive correlation (ρ = 0.742, p < 0.01) is detailed, which 

allows us to accept the alternative hypothesis, confirming that 

the circular economy contributes directly to efficiency in cost 

leadership management. 

 These results are consistent with the contributions of 

Castro et al. [28], who found that the circular economy acts as 

an efficient method for increasing operating costs by promoting 

the use of reused materials and reducing dependence on basic 

materials. Likewise, Ortiz-Palomino and Fernandez [29] further 

explored how this innovative model achieves economic 

sustainability advantages by reducing production costs, taking 

into account the optimization of recycled resources and 

strengthening the profitability structure of companies. 

 Regarding the second specific objective, a Spearman 

coefficient (Rho) of 0.689 and a bilateral significance of less 

than 0.01 are statistically evident, indicating a low positive 

association. These findings reveal that as companies strengthen 

their circular economy practices, they improve their ability to 

differentiate themselves from the competition. However, there 

are still areas for improvement related to the implementation of 

green technologies and digitalization that can be strengthened 

in the future. 

 This coincides with the proposals of Serrano et al. [30], 

Despoudi et al. [31], and De Angelis [32], who highlight that 

incorporating the circular economy into organizations allows 

for the generation of sustainable competitive advantages 

through innovation and differentiation. 

 This is also consistent with the contributions of 

Lakshmi et al. [33] and Diaz and Menoscal [34], who show that 

companies that adopt resource reduction and optimization 

strategies are better positioned in global competitive contexts 

by highlighting their environmental commitment to the SDGs. 

 Likewise, according to Cajahuanca et al. [35] and 

Quijada [36], business competitiveness is strengthened through 

comprehensive actions that allow companies to adapt to 

international transformations in increasingly demanding 

markets. 

 Finally, specific objective number three has a Spearman 

coefficient (Rho) of 0.815 with a bilateral significance of 0.001, 

which shows a strong positive relationship between the circular 

economy and the approach, indicating that as the company 

strengthens the implementation of sustainable practices, it also 

consolidates its strategic and organizational approach, directing 

its resources and processes towards sustainability with 

innovation and competitive adaptation in international markets. 

 These results are similar to those reported by Garcia and 

Ramirez [37] and Massapina et al. [38], who highlight that 

export competitiveness is driven by strategies based on the 

segmentation of international markets, quality and 

sustainability certifications as the main focus of the 

organizational approach; where the circular economy provides 

strategic value by guiding companies toward comprehensive 

management of their resources, combining both environmental 

and international projection. 

 It is also related to the findings of Pham [39], Mamani 

[40], and Ahmadov et al. [41], who assert that competitiveness 
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is strengthened when organizations develop an approach based 

on learning and adaptation in the face of changes in the global 

environment. Similarly, Rehman et al. [42], Bravo and Paucar 

[43], and Marcos et al. [44] show that strategic planning, 

positioning, and constant progress in processes are essential to 

maintaining competitiveness. 

 For their part, Herencia and Magallanes [45] highlight 

that the hydrobiological products export sector manages to 

maintain its competitiveness due to the implementation of 

improvement processes and market diversification, which 

allows it to adapt to the demands of each specific customer 

group.  

 Finally, the results obtained show a direct link to 

Michael Porter's Generic Strategies theory [11], which allows 

for a comprehensive analysis of how the company under 

investigation achieves a sustainable competitive advantage by 

directing its resources towards each of the strategies (cost 

leadership, differentiation, and focus), validating Porter's model 

in the hydrobiological export sector. 

VI. CONCLUSIONS 

 It was concluded that there is a positive and significant 

correlation between the implementation of circular practices, 

cost leadership, differentiation, and market focus among 

exporting firms in an emerging economy, which supports the 

alternative hypothesis and rejects the null hypothesis. These 

results indicated that the adoption of eco-friendly practices, 

evidenced by waste minimization and resource optimization, 

directly contributed to strengthening the companies’ 

competitive performance. 

 Similarly, for the first specific objective, the statistical 

evaluation yielded a value of ρ= 0.742 (p < 0.01), demonstrating 

a moderate positive relationship between the circular economy 

and cost leadership. This indicated that implementing 

sustainable actions not only improves cost management and 

control, but stimulates process innovation, encouraging a more 

conscious use of resources and allowing the company to be 

more adaptable to market fluctuations. 

 With regard to the second specific objective, the 

inferential analysis showed a Spearman coefficient of ρ = 0.689 

(p < 0.01), which concluded a low positive relationship between 

circular economy and differentiation, accepting the alternative 

hypothesis and rejecting the null hypothesis. This showed that 

although circular practices have an effective impact on business 

differentiation, there are still areas for improvement within the 

companies to strengthen this relationship, such as process 

innovation and the effective use of resources. 

 Finally, with the third specific objective, the research 

found a strong positive relationship between circular economy 

and focus, with a Spearman coefficient of ρ = 0.815 (p < 0.01), 

accepting the alternative hypothesis. This concluded that 

sustainability activities are directly linked to the strategic focus 

of companies, consolidating their ability to adapt to the 

challenges of international trade. 

VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 It is pertinent in future studies focused on the circular 

economy and competitiveness to carry out continuous 

monitoring to demonstrate how the strengthening of circular 

mechanisms influences operational performance levels and 

competitive positioning. This perspective adopted by Coronel 

[15] helps to unify opportunities for continuous improvement 

that contribute to adapting these business strategies to changes 

in market needs, ensuring more sustainable management. 

 Likewise, it is suggested that companies exporting 

hydrobiological products incorporate technological tools that 

allow real-time monitoring of circularity indicators. According 

to Schröder et al. [3], the use of sustainable digital systems 

enhances internal coordination, which is reflected in greater 

production visibility and a reduction in potential process 

interruptions. 

 Based on the results that show a positive but low 

relationship between the circular economy and differentiation, 

it is suggested that innovation in sustainable products be 

strengthened by developing new product lines with more 

ecological traceability and international certifications. This 

strategy allows the company to stand out in international 

markets where sustainability is a purchasing value. Ju et al., 

[46]. 

 It is recommended to strengthen the strategic approach 

by adopting digital tools, training staff, and developing 

traceability systems that ensure transparency in the value chain, 

with the aim of entering and remaining in new markets. 

Geissdoerfer et al., [47].  
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