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Abstract:

The Circular Economy (CE) represents a crucial paradigm shift for achieving sustainable
development, fostering innovation, competitiveness, and sustainability, particularly
among Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs). SMEs account for a significant share
of national economies, composing between 70% to 95% of OECD countries’ business
landscape. However, they often lack the external pressures that drive large corporations
toward CE adoption, relying instead on governmental policies and incentives. This
research focuses on the biotech industry in Portugal, particularly within the Coimbra
biocluster, to investigate how cluster membership influences SMEs' adaptation,
incorporation, and implementation of CE principles. The study employs a mulfilevel case

study approach, infegrating qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews with SMEs
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and cluster governance representatives, document analysis, and non-parficipant
observations. This methodology provides a comprehensive understanding of CE’s socio-
economic impact within industrial clusters. By examining the ‘cluster membership effect,’
the research will determine how being part of a cluster enhances SMEs’ engagement
with CE, facilitating access to resources, technology, and policy-driven incentives.
Aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), this project addresses SDG 9
(Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and
Production), and SDG 13 (Climate Action), contributing to policymakers to refine CE-
related policies and incentives. The research contributes to both theory and practice by
highlighting the role of clusters as enablers of CE adoption in SMEs and fostering policy
recommendations for enhancing sustainability transitions. The expected outcomes
include direct implications for the competitiveness and resilience of SMEs in Portugal’s
biotech sector, strengthening their role in the national and European sustainability

agenda.



