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Abstract
In the wake of contemporary societal grand challenges, the circular economy has emerged 
as a plausible vision towards a more responsible, resilient and prosperous future. Em-
braced by several national and supranational policies and espoused by incumbents and 
innovators in the business context, circular economy thinking has also made inroads in the 
academic literature. Scholars from across disciplinary fields have contributed to a lively 
and vibrant research community. However, while education is amongst the systemic con-
ditions enabling the transition towards the circular economy and higher education plays 
a pivotal role as a global stakeholder, the burgeoning circular economy literature has 
remained almost silent on how to integrate circular economy into higher education, on its 
benefits and implications. Based on a course experience in higher education, this article 
proposes a pedagogical approach for introducing the next generation of business leaders 
to circular economy thinking and its relevance for flourishing within planetary boundar-
ies. The benefits of this proposal are twofold. From an operational viewpoint, drawing 
on the i5 Principles for Responsible Management Education Playbook, an open access 
resource specifically designed for transforming business education and developing more 
responsible leaders, this article enriches the emerging literature at the intersection between 
education, the circular economy and the socio-ecological approach to management educa-
tion and scholarship. From a conceptual viewpoint, it shows that this approach to circular 
economy teaching is in line with recent calls from higher education scholarship to promote 
an ecological and imaginative vision of higher education.
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Introduction

The circular economy (CE), with its enticing narrative, has been attracting considerable 
interest across different stakeholders for its potential to address multiple sustainability chal-
lenges and contribute to the achievement of several of the 2015 UN SDGs [1]. Drawing on 
different schools of thought, the CE is characterised by three core principles: design out the 
concept of waste (eliminate); keep products, components and materials in use for as long as 
possible at their highest utility and value (circulate), and regenerate natural systems (regen-
erate) [2]. Underlined by a sound and attractive economic rationale– it is estimated that a 
global economic opportunity worth $4.5 trillion exists if CE principles are implemented 
[3]– start-ups and established corporations from across the globe are experimenting with 
the implementation of innovative business models based on CE principles. The Circular 
Start-up Index, an initiative of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, includes more than 700 
innovative start-ups from across the globe that are implementing CE principles in their 
business strategies [4]. At the same time, the Ellen MacArthur Foundation is working with 
the world’s leading organisations to accelerate the shift from our current linear economy to 
the CE [5]. While this is remarkable as business model innovation is a key building block of 
the transition towards the CE [6], there is a range of system conditions that must co-evolve 
with innovative business models for a CE to emerge and scale, and specifically, education, 
financing, collaborative platforms and a new economic framework [2]. For the CE move-
ment to inform society through the actions and plans of future leaders, stakeholders and 
institutions, given the global reach of higher education (HE) in recent decades and its impact 
on society, it is therefore essential that it is delivered in courses in a way that is consistent 
with both its core principles and the characteristics that define HE in an age of complexity.

In recent years, scholars in the field of education have been promoting different 
approaches to ecological transdisciplinarity to address the challenges presented by highly 
complex global issues related to climate change and sustainability [7, 8]. In his extensive 
work on the philosophy of HE, Barnett emphasises the need for universities to not only talk 
‘about life’, but to also speak on behalf of life (‘for life’) and draw ‘from life’ itself [9, p. 
16]. Barnett specifically advocates for a philosophy of HE that is ‘realistic’, ‘critical’, ‘prac-
tical’, and ‘imaginative’. He suggests that this position places the field within the realm of 
social philosophy, and according to Barnett, this necessitates “the relationship between the 
field and social theory has to be porous: it has to allow for a transgression of boundaries” 
(Ibid.). What Barnett calls the “ecological situation” refers to the interconnection between 
entities of research, knowledge and their interactions with the world; indeed, “complexities 
are multiple and real” (ibid., p. 72) and HE must use all its resources to prepare research-
ers and students to navigate through the complexities and understand the challenges they 
pose. Among the benefits of a holistic approach to education there is an awareness of the 
complexity of the real world challenges students face. It helps stakeholders appreciate the 
complexity of educational challenges, avoiding simplistic solutions that might overlook the 
underlying systemic issues. Systems thinking encourages educators, administrators, and 
policymakers to view education as a complex system where various components (students, 
teachers, curriculum, policies, community, etc.) are interconnected (see [10] on the devel-
opment of a connected curriculum). This perspective helps in recognizing how changes in 
one part of the system affect the others. From a student’s perspective, introducing systems 
thinking in their learning process empowers them to analyse complex issues that will not 
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be adequately assessed if analysed in isolation. And, importantly, students learn to see their 
role within larger systems, fostering a sense of agency and responsibility in contributing to 
societal and environmental solutions. Indeed, they come to appreciate how in an intercon-
nected environment not only have their actions and micro-behaviours an effect on current 
generations, but also on future generations.

Educational institutions are amongst the key stakeholders in the collaborative efforts 
needed to bring CE at scale [11]. Particularly, HE provision of CE learning is fundamental 
to equip the next generation of business leaders with the necessary skillset to drive cir-
cular innovation. Yet, while the academic literature on the CE has bloomed recently, the 
number of studies taking an education perspective with a focus on higher education insti-
tutions (HEIs), is scarce [12, 13]. Responding to the calls for research exploring innova-
tive approaches to education for a CE [12], and the “development of a social–ecological 
approach to management education and scholarship (…) [which] recognizes the interde-
pendence between environment, society, and business” [14, p. 207], this article proposes an 
innovative pedagogical approach to CE education that shows how to integrate it in HE and 
why this aligns with a HE that aims to be realistic, critical, practical and imaginative [9]. It 
does so by drawing on one of these authors’ experience in incorporating CE learning in HE 
provision at the postgraduate level. Particularly, the context of this research is Cardiff Uni-
versity Business School (UK), whose strategy is ‘to make a positive impact on the world’. 
This work falls within the remit of ‘teaching responsible management’, one of the categories 
through which the varieties of responsible management learning can be classified according 
to Cullen (2020) [15].

The remainder of this article is organised as it follows. Section 2 synthetises CE develop-
ments across different quarters, including the academic literature, showing that the systemic 
nature inherent in the CE coupled with its imaginative strength to step outside the current 
linear system makes it aligned with HE mission as seen in Barnett. It also places education 
for CE (ECE) within the context of education for sustainable development (ESD) highlighting 
commonalities between the two fields and sketching the status of this emerging research field 
at the intersection between CE and education. Subsequently, Section 3 delineates our peda-
gogical proposal of integrating CE learning in HE by indicating how CE learning has been 
incorporated in a postgraduate course drawing on the recently released i5 PRME Playbook, an 
open access resource specifically designed for transforming business education and develop-
ing more responsible leaders [16]. Finally, Section 4 highlights the research contributions as 
well as potential research areas that could be explored in subsequent studies.

Circular Economy and Education for the Circular Economy

The CE is considered as “the most celebrated sustainability idea of the past decade (…) 
[whose] salience is likely to endure in the coming decade” [17, p. 1247]. Embraced by 
several national and supranational institutions, for one the United Nations Environment 
Programme highlights that “circularity and sustainable consumption and production are 
essential to delivering on every multilateral agreement, from the Sustainable Development 
Goals to the Paris Agreement to the post- 2020 global biodiversity framework” [18, p. 1], 
and several businesses from across the globe [19], the CE is also a rapidly developing field 
of academic enquiry.
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Scholars from across disciplines have contributed to the CE field. More specifically, 
business and management studies have concentrated on some key areas including circular 
business models, consumer’s behaviour, digital technologies and supply chain management 
[20]. Nonetheless, while the transition towards the CE must be business led [21], it is sur-
prising that the academic literature on ECE is just about emerging. In fact, as evidenced by 
Whalen et al. (2018) [22] while the ESD literature has been growing, only few studies have 
explored approaches to integrate CE thinking in current HE curricula. Yet, if the involve-
ment of the business sector is crucial for the emergence of innovative circular solutions and 
to bring them to scale, more efforts should be devoted to understanding how CE learning can 
be effectively developed to train the next generation of responsible business leaders, given 
the reach of HE as a pivotal global stakeholder and its impact on future business leaders. As 
content within the ESD literature can be relevant for ECE [22], pertinent questions become: 
what is meant by ESD? What can be learnt from it that has relevance for ECE? Does ECE 
meet modern HE’s needs to navigate the age of complexity? And, next, how can it be imple-
mented effectively within the context of HEIs?

According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, “edu-
cation for sustainable development (ESD) gives learners of all ages the knowledge, skills, 
values and agency to address interconnected global challenges including climate change, 
loss of biodiversity, unsustainable use of resources, and inequality. It empowers learners of 
all ages to make informed decisions and take individual and collective action to change soci-
ety and care for the planet” [23, p.1]. HEIs are recognised as key player for promoting ESD 
[24]. In fact, it is argued that they should take leadership in transformational education [25] 
and that management education in HEIs is key to train the responsible leaders of tomorrow 
[26]. Amongst the UNESCO’s key competencies for sustainability, systems thinking, “the 
ability to recognize and understand relationships, to analyse complex systems, to perceive 
the ways in which systems are embedded within different domains and different scales, and 
to deal with uncertainty” [27, p. 44], is recognised as a crucial competence for addressing 
sustainability related issues [28]. This is the case because given the complex, non-linearity 
and the boundary crossing nature of sustainability issues, the multifaceted cognitive abili-
ties enabled by systems thinking are essential to address them. Put simply, to address any 
of the UN’s SDGs, systems thinking is fundamental (ibid.). These arguments in the ESD 
literature mirror recent developments in the Principles for Responsible Management Educa-
tion (PRME) literature where it is argued that “responsibility calls for leaders at all levels to 
possess more than technical knowledge of their business. It requires understanding their and 
their organization’s interdependent relationships to the social and environmental systems 
that they are embedded in. They must skilfully navigate ambiguity and solve adaptive chal-
lenges within and across these systems” [16, p.11].

The CE stands as an ideal candidate to promote both the acquisition of systems thinking 
skills amongst students and responsible leadership. As pointed out by De Angelis (2022) 
[29], CE thinking is fundamentally aligned with systems thinking. In fact, CE thinking, at 
its core, prompts businesses to view themselves as part of the wider systems within which 
they operate: reintegration of economy within ecology and recognition that products in a 
CE are products that are designed considering their interaction with the natural environment 
throughout their lifecycle, underline CE thinking [30, 31]. Moreover, the CE is “not the 
only smart and green strategy there is, but probably the most sustainable business model 
improving simultaneously ecologic, social and economic factors” [32, p. 91]. Therefore, 
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CE learning enables the double outcomes of promoting responsible management leadership 
and of equipping students with key competencies that will empower them to face and solve 
complex societal grand challenges within the context of real businesses.

As shown in De Angelis & Ianulardo (2024) [33], the CE is characterised by an inherent 
systemic dimension and can be thought as an exercise in moral imagination by providing a 
cognitive and structured framework which represents an alternative to the limitations and 
moral failures of the current linear system. Here, it is worth highlighting that despite being 
two different conceptual schemes, systems thinking and moral imagination are strictly linked 
in that it is only by looking at the complexity of social reality and its interconnections that 
an alternative can be thought and applied. The systemic nature of CE can be grasped from 
Braungart & McDonough (2008)’s [34] comparison between nature’s cyclical processes and 
the cradle-to-cradle vision which inspires the CE model: “The tree is not an isolated entity 
cut off from the systems around it: it is inextricably and productively engaged with them. 
This is a key difference between the growth of industrial systems as they now stand and the 
growth of nature” (p. 79). Indeed, in the CE model “waste equals food” (p. 92) means that 
the very concept of waste has no room in this conceptual framework. In fact, according to it, 
as nature leads to “more trees, more species, greater diversity, and more complex, resilient 
ecosystems” (p. 92), so a CE vision that takes its inspiration in the cradle-to-cradle model of 
natural ecosystems will lead to more complex and resilient industrial systems. The current 
industrial system has overlooked both biological and technical nutrients, leading to a linear 
economy that only partially addresses end-of-cycle waste without actively eliminating it. As 
Braungart & McDonough point out, biological nutrients benefit the biosphere, while techni-
cal nutrients support the technosphere, the industrial processes systems (p. 93). A student 
who is acquainted with the concept of the CE should consider the entire production process 
from its conception, taking into account the broader socio-ecosystem and the well-being of 
future generations. It is essential to ensure that products and services are integrated into a 
circular model that eliminates the concept of waste.

On the other hand, moral imagination is defined by Werhane (2008) [35] as the capacity 
to imagine new possibilities to tackle existing moral conflicts, overcoming the strictures 
imposed on one’s existing mental model in specific circumstances. Following this char-
acterisation of moral imagination as “the ability in particular circumstances to discover 
and evaluate possibilities not merely determined by that circumstance, or limited by its 
operative mental models” [36, p. 93] and “think creatively within the constraints of what is 
morally possible” [37, p. 34], the CE by challenging the short-sightedness and unilaterality 
of the current linear system and devising a cognitive framework that considers production 
and consumption processes in their entirety embodies a moral dimension. In fact, as shown 
in De Angelis & Ianulardo (2020) [38] the CE has been able to catalyse interest at the busi-
ness, institutional and government level, providing technical and economic solutions to the 
problem of limited resources, and has designed solutions to prevent wasteful production 
process to take place. The introduction of innovative business models for CE, new technolo-
gies to make better use of renewable resource and more sustainable consumption processes 
can provide students with an indication of how systems thinking and imagination can help 
envision a more sustainable economic system.

These two dimensions, complexity and imagination, which recent scholarship (e.g., Bar-
nett) has identified as the defining characteristics of HE and which we have seen as inherent 
to CE, involve multiple pedagogical activities and dimensions in order to be fully absorbed 
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by students. First of all, it is required a non-dogmatic approach to the current economic 
system that is able to question its main assumptions. Secondly, the multiple interactions and 
connections between disciplines, subjects and with the real world (business and society) 
must be grasped and investigated. Thirdly, imagination must be encouraged and promoted, 
provided that it is framed through credible cognitive frameworks (and the CE provides such 
a credible cognitive framework as shown in [38]). Only to the extent that the imagination 
is channelled through a cognitive process can the realised outcome be aligned with the 
envisioned imaginary. Therefore, we claim that for these reasons ECE is particularly in tune 
with the needs of modern HE, in particular with its “ecological situation” [9] requiring HE 
to be realistic, critical, practical and imaginative to navigate amid multiple complexities of 
modern societies.

How then is CE thinking taught in HEIs? Whalen et al. (2018) [22] describes CE learning 
using a serious game ‘In the Loop’. Kopnina (2019) [39] discusses the use of case studies to 
highlight challenges in CE implementation. Kirchherr & Piscicelli (2019) [40] describe an 
undergraduate course designed to introduce students to the CE, characterised by five peda-
gogical principles, i.e., interactivity, non-dogmatism, reciprocity, constructive alignment 
and problem-based learning, and CE exercises which they refer to as drill game, buzzword 
bingo, a teardown lab, an eco-industrial park simulation, policy instruments, circular party 
and circular futures. In a very recent literature review concerning implementation of CE 
in HEIs, Vergani (2024) [41] finds that case studies and active learning approaches are the 
most commonly tools used in teaching followed by other approaches including site visits, 
games, workshops, flipped learning and challenge and problem-based learning. Yet, to the 
best of these authors’ knowledge no other study has investigated CE learning through the 
pedagogical lenses of the i5 PRME Playbook, which is covered next.

Integrating Circular Economy Learning in Postgraduate Education 
Provision

This section illustrates how CE learning has been incorporated into the teaching of one of 
these authors and its pedagogical underpinnings. The teaching experience here reported 
refers to the postgraduate module ‘Marketing in Context’ within the MSc Marketing at 
Cardiff Business School (UK), taught in the academic year 2023/2024. For this course, 
one of these authors was the module leader and one of the module convenors. One of the 
key thematic areas taught in this module is sustainability marketing. Accordingly, students 
are introduced to the evolution of marketing into green and sustainability marketing. They 
learn about both marketers taking steps towards the development of more sustainable value 
propositions, and sustainable consumer’s behaviour. This teaching provision responds to 
the much-welcomed inclusion of sustainability perspectives in marketing education to 
make it more relevant and meaningful [42]. In fact, as put by Kemper et al. (2022) [43], 
“failing to integrate societal issues into marketing education, will cause the discipline to 
become increasingly irrelevant” (p. 318). The CE is then proposed as a viable strategy for 
the achievement of sustainability marketing reflecting the recognised relevance of the CE 
to the sustainability agenda for marketers and scholars alike. For example, Mostaghel et al. 
(2023) [44] build on the 2017 American Marketing Association’s definition of marketing 
to propose both a revised definition of marketing as “the activity, set of institutions, and 
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processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value 
for customers, clients, partners, and society at large with respect for the environment and 
individuals throughout the life cycle of the offering” (p. 5), and the addition of ‘person’ and 
‘planet’ as variables of the marketing mix [45, 46] to reflect CE requirements. Besides, the 
World Federation of Advertisers and Kantar (2023) [47] argue that “the key to sustainable 
marketing lies in advocating for and adopting circular principles in every aspect of the disci-
pline” (p. 4). In the module, the CE concept is taught from both a producer and consumer’s 
perspective, which is another element of novelty in the literature on ECE, where mostly the 
focus is on the supply side at the expenses of consumers [12].

The guiding pedagogical framework used for developing learning resources is the i5 
PRME Playbook [16]: “a scientifically grounded and accessible teaching resource that is 
highly recommended to anybody who wants to advance their pedagogical skillset while 
developing students into more responsible leaders” [48, p. 364]. This resource is specifi-
cally designed for transforming business education and developing more responsible lead-
ers [16]. The i5 PRME Playbook lists some pedagogical approaches– which are referred 
to as the impactful five (i5)– for developing more responsible leaders. These are: make 
learning meaningful by developing learning experiences that emphasise students’ knowl-
edge and experiences; foster joy and well-being by creating learning experiences allowing 
students to engage with emotions like delight, pleasure, wonder and surprise; develop sup-
portive social interaction by designing collaborative processes in which students can listen, 
communicate and negotiate with others from different cultures and perspectives; facilitate 
active engagement via allowing students to express themselves through physical ‘hands-on’ 
and ‘minds-on’ activities, and design for iteration by developing learning through which 
students can experiment, learn from mistakes and, consequently, making changes in think-
ing and actions. Of these five pedagogical approaches, one of these authors leveraged on 
the develop supportive social interaction and facilitate active engagement. The next subsec-
tions describe how these two approaches have been implemented.

 Develop Supportive Social Interaction

One of the so-called ‘signature moves’, i.e., concrete steps that can be taken to implement 
the pedagogical approaches in the i5 Playbook, in relation to develop supportive social 
interaction, is teaming. Teaming consists of “organising group experiences that explicitly 
develop students critical communication and interpersonal skills” [16, p. 57]. In every lec-
ture one of these authors delivered, teaming was always part of it. Particularly, and in rela-
tion to the CE-related session, once students were introduced to the key principles in CE 
thinking, its enabling building blocks and implications for marketers and consumers alike, 
they were divided into groups of six and given a case study of CE implementation to reflect 
upon as a group task. The groups were very diverse as the module cohort included students 
from across different countries. As part of their assignment, they were asked to identify the 
principles underlying the case’s business model (circular business in the fashion industry) 
and how the case’s operating model and marketing approach compared with those of the 
luxury fashion industry. The case was chosen to specifically highlight multiple elements of 
value creation in circular business models, including the social dimension, which is little 
investigated in ECE literature [12]. Once they were set into groups, they were given half 
an hour to discuss the assignment questions within the group and to come up with a short 
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PowerPoint presentation which they had to present to their module convenor to receive 
some feedback. This was a formative opportunity for them to listen and learn from each 
other, communicate with each other and finally negotiate a position on how best to respond 
to the group task. Teaming was also a key component of one of the module assessments, the 
e-poster, for which, working in pairs, students had to develop an electronic poster about the 
relationship between the CE and the UN SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and Produc-
tion. This was a further opportunity for them to develop collaborative skills and integrate 
different perspectives skills, in addition to creativity skills. The i5 Playbook [16] makes it 
clear why it is so important to help students develop collaborative skills: “when facing com-
plex and systemic challenges, effective problem-framing and solving hinges on collabora-
tive processes that demand cross-cultural competencies (…). Developing supportive social 
interaction in classrooms can help develop responsible leadership competencies, such as 
collaborative engagement, deep listening, perspective-taking, empathetic communication, 
cross-cultural understanding, negotiation, conflict resolution and sustaining relationships” 
(p. 51–52).

Facilitate Active Engagement

To facilitate active engagement, one of the suggested ‘signature moves’ is authenticating, 
which is about “exposing students to real-world issues and engage them in experiences 
that are authentic to their current and future realities” [16, p. 70]. Accordingly, they were 
exposed to a range of circular examples from the business context. This is particularly perti-
nent in relation to the future they are likely to be confronted with. With The World Economic 
Forum predicting that “by as soon as 2030, if your business model isn’t circular, you won’t 
be competitive” [49, p.1], the uptake of circular principles in the business context is very 
likely to increase. To enhance the authenticity of their learning experience, one of these 
authors organised a field trip to the RemakerSpace, which provided a great opportunity to 
gain a real-world exposure to the CE and how it can be operationalised. The RemakerSpace 
is a Cardiff Business School and PARC Institute not-for-profit initiative working with a 
range of stakeholders (businesses, communities and education providers) to drive the CE 
in Wales and beyond. The centre works by raising consumers’ awareness of the benefits of 
reuse, repair and remanufacturing, and providing businesses with the skills and the equip-
ment needed to develop circular business opportunities from remanufacturing and repair 
[50]. The site visit included a tour of the facilities communities, businesses and educational 
providers have access to, including electrical repair kits, industrial sewing machines for 
extending the lifecycle of garments, virtual reality systems to visualise repair interventions 
and 3D printers for printing spare parts. They also had the opportunity to see how some of 
these equipment work (with an actual showcase of 3D printing by the technician in loco) and 
to ask questions. The importance of developing skills through active engagement is equally 
emphasised in the i5 Playbook, where it is argued that “today’s business challenges leave 
little room for leaders to be inattentive, distracted or apathetic (…). Looking to the future, 
effective leadership will continue to call for high levels of active engagement in the physical 
and virtual worlds (…). Facilitating Active Engagement aims at developing competencies 
such as empowerment and efficacy, problem finding and framing, future visioning, complex 
and systems thinking, flexible and provisional thinking and action, and managing uncer-
tainty, doubt, and ambiguity” [16, p. 68].
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 Conclusion

Through the innovative pedagogy characterising the ‘Marketing in Context’ module, stu-
dents achieved the learning outcomes of knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, 
synthesis, and evaluation in Bloom’s taxonomy (1956) [51]. Turning more specifically to 
the field of ECE, the pedagogical approaches followed in this module align with studies 
welcoming innovative and active learning approaches as “they are proven to better fit the 
CE features of multi-disciplinary and critical and system thinking” [52, p. 4]. The develop-
ment of cognitive, behavioural and personal skills, such as systems thinking, collaborative 
skills and active engagement attitude, are the immediate outcomes of the above-mentioned 
teaching innovations.

On the other hand, as we have seen in the discussion of contemporary educational schol-
arship, Barnett (2021) [9] has called for HE to be “ecological”, in order to address the com-
plexities of current global issues and challenges, and ‘imaginative’, in order to see the future 
with new eyes. Imagination is crucial in envisioning new possibilities that are not limited 
by the current context and require a different cognitive approach to overcome the limits of 
the existing system. Summarising what HE should aim at, Barnett says that “we should be 
critical of what we see but also imaginative as to the future, and our philosophical efforts 
should contain some sense of the way higher education is in the world and that it has pos-
sibilities. A shorthand might be a critico-imaginative and ecological realism” (p. 3). In this 
spirit, we believe that this renewed view of HE can enter into a fruitful dialogue with the 
CE, especially in light of the call for humanising management education that some scholars 
see as a task for business schools. This dialogue is still in its infancy, and we aim to initiate 
it by exploring how the CE can contribute to it. By unravelling the logic behind the current 
linear industrial production system and, subsequently, by reimagining the entire production 
process, CE thinking can be viewed as an exercise in moral imagination. It is precisely this 
moral openness, with its ability to imagine alternative scenarios, in an increasingly complex 
and interconnected way that is shown by the teaching of the CE. Indeed, it manifests itself 
both towards future generations and in its care for available resources, showing the more 
properly humanistic aspect of this theme. This ethical and social dimension makes it pos-
sible to show students in a direct way what a humanistic management education consists of.

As indicated by Awan et al. (2023) [53] the increasing adoption of CE models requires a 
deeper understanding of the role played by global stakeholders in governing CE practices. 
These authors define as operational global stakeholders “those who are able to develop 
activities linked with the circular economy to develop products and services to serve global 
and local customers” (ibid., p. 18). With the expansion and global reach of HE in recent 
decades, we think that educational institutions can be considered amongst the key opera-
tional global stakeholders in the collaborative efforts needed to bring CE at scale [11]. In 
response, this article explored innovative pedagogical approaches in ECE, drawing on the 
i5 PRME Playbook, whose integration in ECE has not been reported yet in the ECE lit-
erature to the best of these authors’ knowledge. As a result, it responds to recent research 
welcoming innovative and active learning approaches to ECE [52] and the development 
of a socio-ecological approach to management education [14]. The CE has been presented 
as an ideal candidate for promoting both responsible leadership and the development of 
systems thinking skills, whose relevance within the context of addressing complex, societal 
grand challenges, is widely acknowledged within the ESD and the PRME literature. Over-
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all, this research contributes to the literature at the intersection between education and the 
CE, which is just about emerging.

We believe that the pedagogical approaches in the i5 PRME Playbook– for which we have 
shown a possible application in this article– can be applied across a range of modules within 
the business and management disciplines to further ECE and can contribute to advance the 
literature on ECE. In this study, we have not provided an empirical investigation, but we 
have sought to show how ECE is in line with HE’s need for critical and imaginative educa-
tion, and what pedagogical approach is appropriate to integrate CE learning with a specific 
class-tested proposal. Future studies could report students’ voices in relation to the adoption 
of innovative pedagogical approaches within HEIs. Moreover, only two of the five impact-
ful measures in the i5 PRME Playbook have been experimented with and reported for this 
research. Therefore, future research could explore the use of other measures such as making 
learning meaningful, foster joy and wellbeing and design for iteration within the context 
of ECE, either from an educator or student’s perspective. Another potential line of enquiry 
could be to examine the cumulative effects of a comprehensive implementation of the i5 
measures on skills development.
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