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ABSTRACT
Being green has never been as omnipresent as nowadays. Fi-
nite resources, growing population, natural resources degra-
dation, and biodiversity loss to name some examples are
reasons why major changes towards greener strategies in the
economy are needed (Volery, 2015).

Although research in the field of sustainable entrepreneur-
ship has increased in the past two decades, no clear defini-
tion of ecopreneurship is existing yet. Many di↵erent terms
are used to describe a similar concept (Gast, Gundolf, and
Cesinger, 2017). It is self-explanatory that ecological sus-
tainable entrepreneurship is a subfield of entrepreneurship,
but the relation to social entrepreneurship gets blurry.

With the help of a systematic literature review and inter-
views with experts, the question of how ecological sustain-
able entrepreneurship, which in the following is named eco-
preneurship, can be defined as a subfield of entrepreneurship,
is answered. The results of the literature review are analyzed
with the focus on similarities and di↵erences in definitions
and put into context in a concept map to create a new and
clearer definition of ecopreneurship. Furthermore interviews
with experts in research and the industry are used to verify
the newly formed definition and compare the findings in
the literature with how researchers and practitioners see
the field. Throughout the analysis, the question of how
ecopreneurship di↵erentiates from social entrepreneurship,
is present. A detailed analysis of the relations between
sustainability-related subforms of entrepreneurship brings
better insights on how ecopreneurship is linked to social
entrepreneurship.

In summary defining ecopreneurship is di�cult, because
some characteristics can be interpreted in many di↵erent
ways depending on the perspective it is looked at. Findings
in the literature are very much in line with how researchers
and practitioners see and define the field. Nevertheless, dif-
ferent approaches towards ecopreneurship result in slightly
di↵erent characteristics of ecopreneurship.

This work provides future researchers with a clear defini-
tion of what ecopreneurship is and how it is related to con-
cepts like social entrepreneurship, sustainability entrepreneur-
ship and traditional entrepreneurship.

Keywords
Ecopreneurship, sustainability, environment, entrepreneur-
ship, systematic literature review, concept map;

1. INTRODUCTION
Sustainability and taking actions based on how environ-

mentally friendly they are has never been so deeply dis-
cussed in society and research as today. Businesses and ideas

towards a greener lifestyle have become a growing area of in-
terest in entrepreneurship and both the social aspect and the
importance of a more sustainable orientation of businesses
are on the rise (Galkina and Hultman, 2016). Volery (2015)
lists evidence on why these environmental concerns gain
growing attention: finite resources, a steadily growing pop-
ulation, degradation of natural resources and biodiversity
loss. High competition in the business environment leads
to new ways of doing business, where new opportunities are
brought trough focusing on a greener approach. “Green”
has to be understood as focusing on a positive impact on
the environment through reduction or elimination of envi-
ronmental waste (Duarte and Cruz Machado, 2013).

Existing literature shows that research in the field of eco-
logical sustainable entrepreneurship has mainly been using
qualitative approaches, which indicates that the area itself
is still very young. With the help of a systematic literature
review and interviews, the following research questions shall
be answered:

Q1: How can ecological sustainable entrepreneurship be
defined as a subfield of entrepreneurship?

Q2: What are existing definitions of ecological sustainable
entrepreneurship? Which common elements can be
defined?

Q3: How do the definitions used by researchers and prac-
titioners to define ecological sustainable entrepreneur-
ship di↵er from existing definitions?

The goal of the analysis is to produce a new definition
of ecopreneurship that can be used to give practitioners a
better understanding of the field and, at the same time, pro-
vide di↵erent views on how the literature and practitioners
describe the field and it’s relationship to social entrepreneur-
ship.

When it comes to defining a sustainability-oriented busi-
ness strategy with the focus on the environment many dif-
ferent terms and definitions are used, for example “green
entrepreneurship”, “sustainable entrepreneurship” and “en-
viropreneurship”. The following work aims to provide a dif-
ferentiation between entrepreneurship, social entrepreneur-
ship and ecopreneurship and a clearer definition of the term
ecopreneurship.

Not in focus of this work is to give an oversight of the
impact of ecopreneurship or how the ecopreneurial impact
can be measured. Also an in-depth discussion with the
concept of social entrepreneurship is not intended.

2. THEORY
There is no field of business where the term entrepreneur-

ship is not part of the conversation about new ideas, con-
cepts, methods and opportunities (Schaper, 2003). To be



an “entrepreneur” means to “take the initiative to bridge”
(Schaltegger, 2003), which means bringing together resources,
money, people and ideas. Entrepreneurs bring together sup-
pliers and customers to create new markets or change ex-
isting ones. Ecopreneurs di↵erentiate from conventional en-
trepreneurs by also considering environmental progress re-
lated to market success (Schaltegger, 2003).

Another topic that is ever prominent in focus of the pub-
lic and the business sector, is the growing importance of
sustainability. Environmental issues, like climate change
have been described by Galkina and Hultman (2016) as “the
catalyst for reconceptualizing capitalism and creating new
opportunities [. . . ]”.

The combination of these two concepts, entrepreneurship
and sustainability, has received growing attention not only
by practitioners, but also by academics, resulting in a steadily
increasing body of research since the 1980s (Schaper, 2003).

Although more and more researchers study the field of
ecological sustainable entrepreneurship, the term itself is
used di↵erently across various subfields.

2.1 Entrepreneurship as a Business Discipline
Many people have an implicit understanding of what en-

trepreneurship is, but putting this understanding into words
is often hard. The struggle of finding a clear definition is well
known when it comes to describing the field of entrepreneur-
ship (Schaper, 2003), which leads to a variety of di↵erent
definitions describing the term entrepreneurship.

For example Hébert and Link (1989) come up with three
taxonomies: the German Tradition (Dorfman, Schumpeter,
and Schumpeter, 1954), the Chicago Tradition (Knight, 1921)
and the Austrian Tradition (Kirzner, 1985). All three tax-
onomies see the entrepreneur in the context of a system and
describe the entrepreneur in functional wording, rather than
pointing out personal characteristics.

In the German Tradition the term “creative destruction”
(Dorfman et al., 1954) is used to describe the process of
entrepreneurs discovering new opportunities and encourag-
ing change in a society. The Chicago Tradition sees an
entrepreneur as someone who is “able to recognize oppor-
tunities by managing risk and uncertainty in order to create
wealth” (Knight, 1921) while the Austrian Tradition build-
ing upon the Chicago Tradition focuses more on the alertness
to profit opportunities (F. T. Young and William, 2009).

With their definition Hébert and Link (1989) propose a
di↵erent angle, pointing out the importance of taking re-
sponsibility: “The entrepreneur is someone who specializes
in taking responsibility for and making judgmental deci-
sions that a↵ect the location, form, and the use of goods,
resources, or institutions.” (Hébert and Link, 1989, p. 47).

2.2 Sustainability & Business
Sustainability in the business sector has gotten increasing

attention, at least, since the latest happenings concerning
climate change and strategies to slow it down (Volery, 2015).
According to Gast et al. (2017) the Brundtland Commission
defines sustainable development as “[. . . ] development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.

Three main reasons why businesses shift the focus on be-
ing green and sustainability can be identified. First, intrinsic
motivation and moral obligations are driving a business to-
wards the environment. Entrepreneurs try to operate in a
way that reduces environmental impacts and increases the
quality of life, such as sustainable sourcing of materials,

reducing carbon emissions and using energy from renewable
sources (Schaltegger, 2003).

Secondly, businesses try to capitalize on the increased
alertness of consumers on sustainability issues. Considering
a green approach in their business strategy makes enterprises
more competitive (İyigün, 2015). “Corporate greenwashing”,
a practice, where companies polish their image and repu-
tation by acting environmentally friendly, and marketing
directed towards this group of environmentally conscious
consumers, are techniques used by companies to make a
profit without having an intrinsic, moral goal of protecting
the environment.

And third, more and more regulations and laws force com-
panies to take action to reduce negative ecological impact,
for example CO2-certificates and environmental protection
laws (Duarte and Cruz Machado, 2013).

To further visualize the relationship between business and
sustainability, the “concentric cirlces approach” (Gast et al.,
2017) draws three spheres (environment, society, economy),
as seen in figure 1), which shows the“hierarchy”between the
di↵erent areas.

environment

society

economy

Figure 1: Concentric circles approach (source: Gast,
Gundolf, and Cesinger, 2017)

2.3 Ecological Sustainable Entrepreneurship
As described previously there are di↵erent motivations

for entrepreneurs to focus on a more sustainable way of
doing business. “Environmentally oriented literature on eco-
logical and environmental entrepreneurship examines, for
instance, the entrepreneurs’ attitudes regarding their en-
terprises’ environmental goals and policies, the ecological
profiles of their products/services, as well as their manage-
ment and communication of environmental issues” (Gast et
al., 2017). Volery (2015) identifies two categories of en-
trepreneurs: environment-conscious entrepreneurs, who are
aware of environmental issues, but whose business does not
focus on environment- related markets, and green entre-
preneurs, who are aware of environmental issues and con-
centrate their business on the environmental marketplace.

Entrepreneurship that concentrates on reducing the envi-
ronmental impact can be described as“ecological sustainable
entrepreneurship”, or short: “ecopreneurship”. According
to Schaltegger (2003) ecopreneurship can be understood as
“entrepreneurship through an environmental lens.”Social en-
trepreneurship, which focuses on the overall social impact of
an enterprise, can be seen as a pendant to ecopreneurship. In
chapter 2.2 the importance of shifting the focus on reducing
the environmental impact of a company is already touched
upon.

The problem ecopreneurship is facing is that there are
many di↵erent definitions in use, whereas a common un-
derstanding of the term is missing. Depending on the area
where ecopreneurship is applied, the definition varies widely,
which is illustrated in table 1.

The aim of this work is to find a general definition for eco-



preneurship, to structure it as a subfield of entrepreneurship
(Q1) and to identify common elements of existing definitions
(Q2). Furthermore, the definitions applied by researchers
and practitioners are compared to definitions proposed in
the literature (Q3).

3. METHOD
The following chapter describes the methodological tools

used in this work. A systematic literature review based
on the model proposed by Vom Brocke, Simons, Niehaves,
and Riemer (2009) is used to illustrate the current state of
the field of ecopreneurship in the literature, and a concept
map is created to map out similarities and di↵erences of
the definitions. As a next step an exhaustive definition
of ecopreneurship based on commonly identified elements
is created.

Furthermore interviews with experts in research and the
industry are conducted to compare the results of the litera-
ture review to how practitioners describe the term and the
field and to verify the newly formed definition.

3.1 Literature Review
The literature review consists of the following steps. First

a systematic information search is done to display the cur-
rent state of the field in the literature. Therefore four data-
bases (Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, Web of Science and
GreenFILE) are searched with 17 concrete search criteria
related to ecopreneurship (see appendix A).

Secondly, a textual analysis of the identified documents is
conducted, focusing on how related the articles are to the
proposed research questions. With the help of a one to five
stars rating system the results of the second search round
are assessed and only papers with three or more stars are
kept. The articles are then systematically searched for orig-
inal definitions of ecopreneurship according to the structure
proposed by Enrique Estellés Arolas (2012).

Thirdly, similarities and di↵erences of the detected defini-
tions are incorporated in a concept map (Rowley and Slack,
2004), which is used to illustrate the relations between the
di↵erent elements found in the literature definitions. Based
on the results of the literature review and the concept map,
a new definition of the field is created.

3.2 Verification
To verify the newly created definition described in chap-

ter 3.1, interviews with experts in the field of ecopreneurship
are conducted. The interviews are conducted in a half-open
way to allow the interviewees to express their understanding
and opinion of the field as clear as possible. Therefore a
structured guideline (see appendix C) is used for the du-
ration of the interview, which is a duration of maximum
10-15 minutes. Half of the interviewees are researchers, who
work within the sustainability and entrepreneurship research
area and the other half are industry insiders, who either
run a company or work in the field of sustainability and
entrepreneurship.

Each interview is summarized according to the answers
given to the questions in the interview guideline and the
proposed definition for ecopreneurship is highlighted.

In a last step, the definitions used by practitioners are
compared to the newly created definition based on the liter-
ature search.

4. RESULTS & ANALYSIS

In this chapter the outcome of the applied methodology
is illustrated and analyzed. First, the information sources
including document filter criteria are described, followed by
the collected definitions (table 1). Then, similarities and
di↵erences of these definitions are identified and put together
in a concept map (figure 3). With the help of the results
of the systematic literature review and the concept map a
definition is formulated. Following that, the interviews with
experts in research and the industry are analyzed to verify
the new definition and compare existing knowledge in the
literature with the knowledge of practitioners in the field.
The last part of the chapter deals with the di↵erentiation of
the term ecopreneurship from traditional entrepreneurship
and social entrepreneurship. Throughout the analysis this
topic has been discussed both in the literature and in the in-
terviews. Therefore, it is important to highlight the relation
between those fields and explain it further (see chapter 4.5).

4.1 Information Search
For the information search, four databases are looked into:

Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, Web of Science and Green-
FILE using search terms related to ecopreneurship (see ap-
pendix A). The first search resulted in 179 documents across
all four databases. A second round with the focus on eco-
preneurship and how related the articles are to the proposed
research questions resulted in 48 documents. For this step
a rating system of one to five stars is used, whereas only
documents with three or more stars are considered to be
relevant for this work. From this 48 documents only twelve
papers (for references see appendix B) contained one or more
original definitions of the term ecopreneurship. Since only
one paper in the whole information search process contains
a definition for the term enviropreneurship, the article is
included in the following analysis. In total 18 definitions
were identified in the above mentioned twelve articles, which
have been published between 2003 and 2017 (2003: 3, 2006:
1, 2011: 2, 2013: 1, 2014: 2, 2016: 2, 2017: 1). Authors
with multiple definitions of the term ecopreneurship are Af-
folderbach and Krueger (2016) and Galkina and Hultman
(2016), with two and five, respectively. Chopra (2014) uses
the definition proposed by Schaltegger (2003) and Thoo,
Abdul Hamid, Rasli, and Zhang (2013) is not defining eco-
preneurship, but the term enviropreneurship.

In the next section, the selected definitions are analyzed
to identify elements pointing out similarities and di↵erences
of ecopreneurship.

4.2 Preparation
With the help of a textual analysis of the collected def-

initions in table 1 and reviewing the literature from the
systematic search, four main elements are identified, which
make up the main parts of a common definition of eco-
preneurship: entrepreneurship, the environmental and social
factors, and the for-profit characteristics of ecopreneurship.
In the following paragraphs these four elements are discussed
in the light of the findings in table 1.

4.2.1 Entrepreneurial aspect

Most authors [1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12] mention entre-
preneurial characteristics as an important element of eco-
preneurship. Schaltegger and Wagner (2011) [10], for exam-
ple, highlight earning money through contributing to solving
environmental problems and creating economic value. At
the same time being innovative is pointed out as a char-
acteristic of ecopreneurship by some authors [2, 3, 4, 6, 8,
9]. Economic growth, economic value and value creation are



Literature
(appendix B)

Page Definition: Ecopreneurship

A↵olderbach and

Krueger (2016)

412 A green economy which seeks to integrate economic growth, environmental sustainability, and social

equity.

An economy “that results in improved human well-being and social equity, while significantly reducing

environmental risks and ecological scarcities”.

Ampetakis,

Leonidas, Manios,

Thrassyvoulos, and

Moustakis, Vassilis

(2006)

136 System-transforming, socially committed environmental businesses characterised by breakthrough

innovation.

The expression ecopreneur is used by Isaak (2002), to mean individuals who found/setup “green-green”

businesses, that is business that are founded on the principle of sustainability.

Chopra (2014) 1 “Entrepreneurship through an environmental lens”. Ecopreneurship is characterized by some

fundamental aspects of entrepreneurial activities that are oriented less towards management systems

or technical procedures and focused more on the personal initiative and skills of the entrepreneurial

person or team to realize market success with environmental innovations.

Galkina and Hult-

man (2016)

60 [. . . ] can be understood as venturing activity based on environmental awareness. It “investigates how

environmentally relevant institutions influence entrepreneurial action by examining how individuals

recognize, exploit, and create economic growth while simultaneously creating environmental benefits.

Individuals or institutions that attempt to popularize eco-friendly ideas and innovations.

The practice of starting new business in response to an identified opportunity to earn a profit and

provide (minimize) a positive (negative) environmental externality.

Ecopreneurs can be understood as social activists, who aspire to restructure the corporate culture and

social relations of their business sector though proactive, ecologically oriented business strategies.

Ecopreneurs can be defined as individuals who create new, often for-profit, ventures that help address

environmental challenges.

Gast, Gundolf, and

Cesinger (2017)

46 The process of identifying, evaluating and seizing entrepreneurial opportunities that minimize a

venture’s impact on the natural environment and therefore create benefits for society as a whole and

for local communities.

Gerlach (2003) 1 Meaning innovative behaviour of single actors or organizations operating in the private business sector

which see environmental aspects as a core objective and competitive advantage.

Isaak (2003) 82 A person who seeks to transform a sector of the economy towards sustainability by starting up a

business in that sector with a green design, with green processes and with a life-long commitment to

sustainability in everything that is said and done.

Nacu and Avasilcăi

(2014)

232 In the literature, the terms environmental entrepreneurship, ecological entrepreneurship and

ecopreneurship are used synonymously to mean innovative behavior of individuals and organizations

operating in the private business sector, which see environmental issues as a central objective and

competitive advantage.

Schaltegger (2003) 47-48 “Entrepreneurship through an environmental lens”. Ecopreneurship is characterized by some

fundamental aspects of entrepreneurial activities that are oriented less towards management systems

or technical procedures and focused more on the personal initiative and skills of the entrepreneurial

person or team to realize market success with environmental innovations. ecopreneurship can thus

be described as an innovative, market-oriented and personality-driven form of value creation through

environmental innovations and products exceeding the start-up phase of a company.

Schaltegger and

Wagner (2011)

2 The core motivation and main goals mentioned with ecopreneurship are to earn money through

contributing to solving environmental problems and create economic value.

Shepherd and

Patzelt (2011)

143 Ecopreneurship is therefore part of sustainable entrepreneurship but it is not synonymous because it

does not explicitly cover, for example, sustaining communities, and the development of non-economic

gains for individuals and societies.

Thoo, Abdul

Hamid, Rasli, and

Zhang (2013)

773 Enviropreneurship is an entrepreneurial orientation that addresses environmental problems and

accommodates societal needs while simultaneously meeting the economic objective of organizations.

Table 1: Collected definitions of ecopreneurship (source: author)

named by four authors to be important [1, 4, 9, 10].

Conclusion: Entrepreneurship is an inalienable element
of ecopreneurship, because the entrepreneurial approach is
needed to sustain a viable business and generate money.

4.2.2 Environmental aspect

The environmental element in the definition of ecopreneur-
ship is self explanatory and part of every identified defi-
nition. Most authors speak solely of the environment or
sustainability [3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12], whereas A↵older-
bach and Krueger, 2016 [1] and Ampetakis, Leonidas, Man-

ios, Thrassyvoulos, and Moustakis, Vassilis (2006) [2] use
both sustainability and environment together as a term to
describe the characteristics of ecopreneurship and mention
the principles of sustainability. It is either highlighted that
a positive impact on the environment shall be generated
or that negative impacts on the environment are to be re-
duced with the help of ecopreneurship. For Galkina and
Hultman (2016) [4] addressing environmental challenges is
what makes an ecopreneur. Schaltegger and Wagner (2011)
[10] take that approach a step further and talk about the
core motivation and main goals of ecopreneurship being to
contribute to solving environmental problems.



Conclusion: The environmental aspect is what di↵erentiates
ecopreneurship from traditional entrepreneurship.

4.2.3 Social aspect

The social aspect in ecopreneurship describes benefits for
the society, social commitment, social activism and the gen-
eral aim to improve human well-being. For some authors the
social aspect is essential when describing ecopreneurship [1,
4, 5, 12], for most of the authors it is not part of ecopreneur-
ship [2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10]. Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) [11]
look into the relationship to sustainable entrepreneurship
when pointing out that“it does not explicitly cover [. . . ] sus-
taining communities, and the development of non-economic
gains for individuals and societies.”

Conclusion: Going along with the majority of authors
in the literature, the social aspect can be important for
ecopreneurship, but is not an essential element. The respon-
sibility of ecopreneurship is to solely focus on the ecologi-
cal aspect and the environment, without necessarily paying
attention to the society. Nevertheless, depending on the
perspective a positive impact on the environment can also
be interpreted in increasing human well-being in the long
run.

4.2.4 For-profit aspect

Almost half of the authors [1, 3, 4, 10, 12] highlight eco-
nomic growth and economic wealth as a characteristic of
ecopreneurship (see table 1). The other authors do not ex-
plicitly mention that ecopreneurship has to be for-profit, but
implicitly describe entrepreneurial characteristics, implying
that an ecopreneur is supposed to earn money with this
concept.

Conclusion: Ecopreneurship describes an entrepreneurial
concept, which is strongly linked to generating profit and
earning money.

To further visualize the connection between di↵erent con-
cepts surrounding ecopreneurship, the method of a concept
map (chapter 3.1) is used. In order to generate the map,
the di↵erent core aspects and terms that are associated with
ecopreneurship, are sorted and connected by their relation-
ship. The result is the map in figure 3, which visualizes
related terms like synonyms for ecopreneurship and the link
to entrepreneurship characteristics.

4.3 Ecopreneurship Definition
The findings of the analysis are combined in a definition

that covers any type of ecopreneurship. The aim of the
definition is to provide a broad understanding of ecopreneur-
ship and include it’s characteristics, which are essential to
identify a form of entrepreneurship as ecopreneurship. It
helps to clarify whether a given concept is ecopreneurship
or not and provides a theoretical foundation by eliminating
semantical confusion.

Based on these findings the following definition for the
term ecopreneurship is proposed:

Ecopreneurship is a subfield of entrepreneurship,
that is oriented towards environmental aspects and
aiming to create a profitable business, but is not
necessarily focused on solving social issues as well.

4.4 Verification
Research question three is dealing with how definitions

used by researchers and practitioners to define ecological

sustainable entrepreneurship di↵er from existing definitions.
Nine experts in the field of sustainable entrepreneurship
were asked their opinion on how ecopreneurship can be de-
fined, where it shall be placed as a subfield of entrepreneur-
ship and if there is a common understanding of what the
term itself means.

The experts were all familiar with the concept behind
ecopreneurship, but the term itself was new to half of them.

When defining ecopreneurship, almost every expert (ex-
cept one) mentioned the importance of the environmental
aspect in the definition. Characteristics, regarding the en-
vironmental aspect mentioned in the interviews, are to im-
prove or to solve environmental issues, to aim a careful han-
dling of limited natural resources and include sustainability
aspects. Researchers and practitioners name the same char-
acteristics as found in the literature with small di↵erences
in weighing the elements.

Source Entrepreneurial 
Aspect

Environmental 
Aspect

Social Aspect For-profit Aspect

Literature 75% (9/12) 75% (9/12) 33% (4/12) 42% (5/12)

Interviews 33% (3/9) 89% (8/9) 44% (4/9) 22% (2/9)

Source Entrepreneurial 
Aspect

Environmental 
Aspect

Social Aspect For-profit Aspect

Literature 75 % 75 % 33,3333333333333 %41,6666666666667 %

Interviews 33,3333333333333 %88,8888888888889 %44,4444444444444 %22,2222222222222 %
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Figure 2: Comparison: Results literature VS
practitioners (source: author)

As illustrated in figure 2 about half of the interviewees
highlight the social element, for example that ecopreneur-
ship is oriented towards sustaining next generations, focus-
ing on social awareness, social stability, the society and the
social impact. One interviewee mentions that sustainability
is always linked to society, because contributing to solv-
ing environmental problems always also provides the society
with improvements in the long run. Others di↵erentiate
and explain that ecopreneurship does not have to be good
for the society. At the same time social entrepreneurship
focuses on the society, but does not have to be good for the
environment, which is further described in chapter 4.5.

In three interviews entrepreneurial characteristics point-
ing towards how the positive impact on the environment is
either build around an idea an ecopreneur has or that the
core objective of a company is to improve the environmental
situation. Two experts state, that ecopreneurship is a profit
oriented form of entrepreneurship.

In both definitions of researchers and practitioners in the
field of ecopreneurship and the newly created definition based
on the systematic literature review four main elements (en-
trepreneurial aspect, environmental aspect, social aspect,
for-profit-aspect) can be identified. In the interviews the
environmental aspect is seen as the most important charac-
teristic of ecopreneurship, which is in line with the results
from the literature review. Similar to chapter 4.2, opinions
di↵er in the interviews if the social aspect is essential or not.
Compared to the literature review results, no interviewee
stated, that the social aspect is not part of ecopreneurship
(as Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) did in chapter 4.2), but
some did not mention it at all in their definition. The for-
profit aspect is more distinctive in the literature than in
the proposed definitions of the interviewees. Still, the for-
profit characteristic of ecopreneurship is highlighted by two
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Figure 3: Concept map “Ecopreneurship” (source: author)

interviewees.

Looking at the definitions proposed in the interview, no
new element of ecopreneurship can be identified. Only the
already in the literature identified characteristics can be
found, which shows, that the newly created definition can
be successfully verified with the help of experts opinions in
the interviews.

4.5 Differentiation
Throughout the literature review, it appeared that the

structure of where to place ecopreneurship as a field is not
always clear. Di↵erent authors propose di↵erent views on
if ecopreneurship can be seen as a subfield of social en-
trepreneurship or rather as a pendant to it.

As described in chapter 2.1, the role of entrepreneurship
is to build bridges between suppliers and customers and to
also create and change markets. Entrepreneurship as an
umbrella term is also named traditional entrepreneurship,
conventional entrepreneurship or commercial entrepreneur-
ship in the literature.

According to Schaltegger (2003), ecopreneurs di↵er from
conventional entrepreneurs in the way that they also build
bridges between environmental progress and market suc-
cess.” Looking at the di↵erentiation by Schaltegger (2003)
highlighting that an ecopreneur is “building bridges between
environmental progress and market success”, the question
about how ecopreneurship is related to social entrepreneur-

ship arises. In the interviews the majority pointed out that
ecopreneurship and social entrepreneurship are both sub-
fields of traditional entrepreneurship but also overlap in some
aspects (see appendix D). Depending on the perspective for
some interviewees the term ”social” also includes ecological
aspects and cannot be separated completely. Some high-
light that social entrepreneurship is a very broad term and
that ecopreneurship is more narrowed down to the niche of
environmental aspects.

Entrepreneurship

Sustainability 
Entrepreneurship

Ecopreneurship Social 
Entrepreneurship

Environmental 
Entrepreneurship

ecological
& social

ecological only social only

Figure 4: Type hierachy (source: author)

Seeing ecopreneurship as ecological-only and social en-
trepreneurship as social-only, both concepts of entrepreneur-
ship can be seen as a pendant to each other with overlapping



in certain aspects, depending on the perspective.

As illustrated in figure 4, sustainability entrepreneurship
is the umbrella term of ecopreneurship and social entrepreneur-
ship, whereas sustainability entrepreneurship then is a sub-
form of traditional entrepreneurship.

W. Young and Tilley (2006) propose a similar structure,
but they use the term environmental entrepreneurship in-
stead of ecopreneurship, where the focus is solely on the envi-
ronment, and social entrepreneurship, focusing on the social
aspect only. They place economic entrepreneurship as the
basis of all forms of entrepreneurship, which in this article
is referred to as traditional entrepreneurship. Throughout
the literature review many di↵erent terms describing a sim-
ilar concept as ecopreneurship come up, such as green en-
trepreneurship, sustainable entrepreneurship, environmen-
tal entrepreneurship and enviropreneurship. Not all these
terms are synonyms for each other, some have slightly dif-
ferent meanings. Enviropreneurship is short for environmen-
tal entrepreneurship and “is an entrepreneurial orientation
that addresses environmental problems and accommodates
societal needs while simultaneously meeting the economic
objective of organizations.” (Thoo et al., 2013). Green en-
trepreneurship and sustainable entrepreneurship are syn-
onyms for sustainability entrepreneurship and have ecopreneur-
ship and social entrepreneurship as a subform. Looking at
the definition from Thoo et al. (2013) enviropreneurship has
the same characteristics as sustainability entrepreneurship
and can be seen as a synonym for it.

According to Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) “ecopreneur-
ship is [. . . ] part of sustainable entrepreneurship but it is
not synonymous because it does not explicitly cover, for
example, sustaining communities, and the development of
non-economic gains for individuals and societies.” Belz and
Binder (2015) mention that social entrepreneurship is also
a related concept to sustainable entrepreneurship, but it
typically considers “the double bottom line of social and
economic value, while ecopreneurship aspires to ecological
and economic goals.”

Throughout the literature the terms ”environmental” and
”ecological” are often used describing a similar phenomenon,
although ”environmental”can be understood as a more holis-
tic approach towards the environment as a whole, whereas
society is considered to be part of it. Therefore, the so-
cial aspect is inalienable describing the term environmen-
tal entrepreneurship, di↵erentiating it from ecopreneurship
through the focus on both ecological and social aspects.

5. DISCUSSION
An in-depth theory study at the beginning showed that a

broad and clear definition of ecopreneurship is not existing.
View definitions are present, and even viewer propose a
general approach to describe the field.

The aim of this study is to examine, what definitions of
ecopreneurship exist, to identify common elements in exist-
ing definitions and to form a new definition of ecopreneur-
ship. In order to answer the research questions a systematic
literature review has been done to collect definitions and
furthermore identify similarities and di↵erences of existing
definitions. Based on the results of the literature review
and the concept map, a new definition of ecopreneurship
was created. Furthermore interviews with experts in the
field were conducted to verify the newly created definition
and get an understanding of if and how definitions found in
the literature di↵er to how researchers and practitioners see
the field of ecopreneurship.

Based on the results in this study common elements used

both in the literature and by experts describing ecopreneur-
ship can be identified: entrepreneurial aspect, environmental
aspect, social aspect, for-profit aspect.

The environmental aspect is the crucial element, that dif-
ferentiates ecopreneurship from social entrepreneurship. En-
trepreneurial and for-profit aspects are either mentioned in
some definitions or not talked about in others. The social
aspect however is the most conflicting one, because the social
in ecopreneurship is either used to describe ecopreneurship
or it is used to di↵erentiate ecopreneurship from social en-
trepreneurship, where it is highlighted, that ecopreneurship
is not social. An explanation for di↵erent perspectives to-
wards ecopreneurship can be found in the interpretation of
the term social. Social can be understood as “the society”,
where it has to be considered, that society as a whole in-
cludes the environment as such, which then explains why
some scholars see the social aspect as definite characteristic
of ecopreneurship (A↵olderbach and Krueger, 2016, Galkina
and Hultman, 2016, Gast et al., 2017, Thoo et al., 2013). At
the same time, the social aspect is not used as characteris-
tic of ecopreneurship to enable a clear distinction between
ecopreneurship and social entrepreneurship. The interviews
were partly used to verify the newly created definition based
on the four elements, and also to gain deeper insight in how
the field of ecopreneurship can be understood.

Throughout the study di�culties of the classification of
ecopreneurship arise, which legitimates dedicating part of
the results chapter to this struggle and how to solve it.

5.1 Limitations & Future Research
Although the newly created definition is clear and meets

the research question objectives, the choice of sources for
the systematic literature research was limited to four main
databases (see chapter 4.1), from which three are covering
a broad range of subjects reaching from social science to
natural sciences. Only one database uses a more niched
approach with a focus on art and humanities and environ-
mental topics. Therefore, the percentage of documents re-
lated to business is higher than those found in other areas.
As a result, some nuances of ecopreneurship may have not
been identified yet. This can be complemented by trying
to describe ecopreneurship using a similar methodology, but
focusing more on definitions found in research related to
other subjects than business and social science.

The concept map was used as a guide for navigating the
concepts surrounding the term ecopreneurship, and rela-
tionships between them. To have a stronger theoretical
foundation for di↵erent concepts used in the concept map,
a broader set of sources and further discussion of how these
concepts relate to each other, is needed.

The interviews with experts were conducted only in a lim-
ited geographical area focusing on central Europe (Sweden &
Austria). Due to the closeness of the geographical location of
the interviewees, cultural di↵erences in how environmental
topics are perceived, are not as strong as if the geographical
area would be extended to for example North America and
Asia.

To go into detail about the di↵erentiation between eco-
preneurship and social entrepreneurship more future research
would be needed, in order to study the field of social en-
trepreneurship more in depth to gain further insights on
how it is used in practice and how the term is defined in
the literature.

Future research is also needed on the impact ecopreneur-
ship has on the industry and how “green activities” can
be measured in a more transparent way. Also, motiva-
tional research on why ecopreneurs start green businesses



can be improved. In the concept map in chapter 3.1 three
motivations can be identified: economic growth, corporate
greenwashing and morality & ethics. The relation between
these three reasons leaves space for future investigations: on
one hand, how they are linked to each other, and on the
other hand, how the relation between the three motivations
has changed over time.

In addition, more research is necessary on the relation
between ecopreneurship and social entrepreneurship. As
already mentioned above, an in-depth study of social en-
trepreneurship would be needed, in order to gain further
insights into the similarities and di↵erences between the two
fields.

6. CONCLUSION
While the topic of a greener economy is ever present in the

literature (Galkina and Hultman, 2016, Volery, 2015), there
are only few definitions of ecopreneurship in the literature.
At the same time, experts are familiar with the concept of
ecopreneurship, but not so much with the terminology of
ecopreneurship or ecological sustainable entrepreneurship.

According to the research question on how ecological sus-
tainable entrepreneurship can be defined as a subfield of
entrepreneurship (Q1), a new definition for the term eco-
preneurship was developed in chapter 4.3, which focuses on
four main elements: The entrepreneurial aspect, the envi-
ronmental aspect, the social aspect, and the for-profit aspect.
Through the verification with the interviews, the newly cre-
ated definition did hold up well, highlighting the implicit
understanding of this concept by researchers and practition-
ers alike.

In the literature review in chapter 3.1 the question on ex-
isting definitions of ecological sustainable entrepreneurship
and their common elements (Q2) was answered by analyzing
48 relevant sources, identifying 18 existing definitions. Both
the literature review and interviews with experts resulted
in an almost identical list of crucial characteristics of the
concept of ecopreneurship, which are listed above.

The definitions collected in the literature are similar to the
ones proposed by experts, but the perspective on the field
di↵ers depending on the area of expertise. This answers the
research question on how the definitions used by researchers
and practitioners di↵er from existing definitions used in the
literature (Q3). Opinions di↵er when it comes to ecopreneur-
ship being for- profit, but also when the social aspect is dis-
cussed. The distinction between ecopreneurship and social
entrepreneurship is primarily made di↵erentiating ecological-
only from social-only (see figure 4). At the same time one-
third of the definitions collected in the literature and half of
the proposed definitions in the interviews highlight the social
aspect of ecopreneurship, which makes drawing a line be-
tween ecopreneurship and social entrepreneurship di�cult.

The environmental aspect is highlighted in all collected
definitions (both literature and interviews) and is what dis-
tinguishes ecopreneurship from social entrepreneurship. In
this work ecopreneurship is seen as a pendant to social en-
trepreneurship, even though some characteristics can be found
in both concepts depending on the perspective.

Many di↵erent terms are used to describe concepts sim-
ilar to ecopreneurship: green entrepreneurship, sustainable
entrepreneurship, environmental entrepreneurship or envi-
ropreneurship. Not all of them are synonymous for eco-
preneurship, because some cover both the ecological and
social aspects as for example enviropreneurship focuses on
the environment, which can be interpreted as not just eco-
logical related, but also social. Sustainability entrepreneur-

ship is the bigger concept above ecopreneurship and so-
cial entrepreneurship, that describes all kinds of “green en-
trepreneurship” concepts.

Ecopreneurship will continue to be a fast changing and
ever prominent topic in the next decades, as environmental
challenges are on the rise and will have more and more
impact on business decisions and our daily lives.
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APPENDIX

A. RESULTS LITERATURE SEARCH

Google
Scholar

ScienceDirect
(elsevier)

Web of
Science

(Thomson
Reuters)

GreenFILE

date of search 18.04.2017 18.04.2017 19.04.2017 19.04.2017

ecopreneurship 1560 (7) 92 (7) 26 (5) 44 (6)

ecopreneurship AND (social AND entrepreneurship) 1050 (8) 20 (6) 10 (6) 3 (1)

ecopreneurship AND “social entrepreneurship” 490 (7) 0 0 3 (1)

“social entrepreneurship” 56200 (4) 671 (5) 843 (1) 191 (5)

“green entrepreneurship” 1240 (5) 41 (4) 24 (7) 139 (5)

green AND entrepreneurship 166000 (2) 3955 (2) 153 (2) 139 (4)

green AND ecopreneurship 1130 (5) 36 (2) 15 (3) 139 (3)

“corporate social responsibility” AND ecopreneurship 546 (3) 9 (2) 1 (1) 1 (0)

green AND “business model” 65500 (4) 4923 (1) 111 (1) 34 (0)

“ecological sustainable entrepreneurship” 7 (3) 1 (1) 1 (1) 0

entrepreneurship AND ecological AND sustainable 83100 (5) 1439 (3) 58 (3) 31 (3)

environmental AND friendly AND entrepreneurship 62200 (3) 1568 (2) 16 (0) 5 (0)

sustainab* AND entrepreneurship 19100 (5) 7665 (1) 1332 (1) 185 (2)

environment* AND entrepreneurship 1030000 (0) 15950 (2) 3369 (1) 400 (0)

ecopreneurship AND theory 1100 (5) 24 (1) 4 (1) 1 (0)

ecopreneurship AND definition 1130 (5) 26 (2) 2 (0) 1 (0)

enviropreneurship 114 (2) 5 (1) 6 (1) 1 (0)

73 42 34 30

????? 9 5 2 2

???? 11 6 5 5

??? 11 1 6 3

31 12 13 10
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C. INTERVIEW GUIDELINE
Expected duration: 10-15 minutes

Interview part Topic Question/Input

Introduction phase 1. Goal of the project

2. How does the interview contribute

to reaching the goal

3. Recording of interview

1.1. Personal Introduction

1.2. Ecological sustainable entrepreneurship as

a standalone discipline

2.1. Finding a common definition through inter-

views with practitioners

3.1. Ask for permission to record interview

Warm-up phase 4. Emergence of ecological sustainable entre-

preneurship

4.1. Questions about position of interviewee

and personal experience in the field

4.2. Emergence, history and trends of ecopreneurship

Main phase 5. Definition of ecopreneurship, similarities

and di↵erences

6. Need for action

5.1. Personal definition of ecopreneurship

5.2. Di↵erentiation from social entrepreneurship

and classical entrepreneurship; Similarities and

di↵erences

6.1. Future research needs

6.2. Clear existing definition, Common understanding

Closing phase 7. Foresight

8. Final thoughts

7.1. How will ecopreneurship develop in the future?

8.1. Anything else you want to address or what you

think would be important to mention?



D. RESULTS INTERVIEWS

# Definition: Ecopreneurship is. . . Di↵erentiation Future Research Needs Clear Understanding?

1 Entrepreneurship that is directed

towards, that has an objective to

improve or to develop sustainability

goals. Sustainability development

goals are very much related to

behavior of entrepreneurs, who ac-

tually do such real efforts which

is very much related to sustainable

markets. Ecopreneurship might be an

important activity or development by

actors in markets in order to make

markets sustainable.

Ecopreneurship is related to social

entrepreneurship. Not every form

of social entrepreneurship is good

for the environment. Concept of

ecosystems

Need for more interdisciplinary re-

search; how ecopreneurship effects

markets has not really been re-

searched.

No clear understanding among people

what ecopreneurship is.

2 Entrepreneurs bring forward ideas

and drive them forward and create

a business model around that. They

create the business. If it is ecological

or sustainability related it would

mean that the business model or the

idea or the core thing is related to

some sort of sustainability challenge

rather than just being a regular

company producing some sort of

normal non-sustainable product.

Both social entrepreneurship and

ecopreneurship are subfields of the

broader term entrepreneurship with

partly different approaches but with

overlapping. E.g. a business model

with an ecological side

3 Ecopreneurship is a subcategory of

social entrepreneurship (which is a

very wide concept). The ecopreneur

is a specific type of entrepreneur who

aims at solving environmental or eco-

logical issues through a technology

or a business model or any type of

venture that will attempt to provide

an improvement of the environment.

Too many labels when it comes to

structuring; focusing on solving a

problem within the environmental

area; an ecopreneur is still a social

entrepreneur (as in overall social

entrepreneur). When it gets more

specific about the product one can

differentiate between eco or social

entrepreneur. Terminology in Sweden

is even harder sozialentreprenÃűr

samhÃd’llsentreprenÃűr. Business

acumen is not necessarily a must in

Sweden, which is nevertheless vital

for being an entrepreneur. Almost

NGO but you still sell products as an

entrepreneur. Improve the world and

make money at the same time.

Plenty of research needs; pinpointing

definitions is problematic, because

the actual practice is very fluent

and dynamic and changing all the

time. More time is needed to

research what is going on and there

has been a lot of research on the

characteristics (who an entrepreneur

is and who a social entrepreneur is

and comparing the two) and that re-

search has a disproportional amount

of focus. The actual impact of social

entrepreneurship or ecopreneurship is

what is needed to be looked into

and also what kind of policies and

infrastructure is needed for solving

these issues and if ecopreneuers and

social entrepreneurs have a role to

play in that.

Muddled together with all the other

definitions. There are too many

definitions - no consensus. Most

of the definitions have the same

elements, just the way of looking

from one particular perspective.

4 Uses the term “enkeltauglich” which

can be translated to qualified for

grandchildren. Something that

makes sense for our planet and

the next generation. One should

not take more from the earth than

one deserves. Being careful and

attentive to resources and how one

uses them. The term sustainability

is used a lot nowadays, but it has it’s

origin in forestry. Ecopreneurship

is being environmentally aware and

also socially aware when it comes to

business challenges to survive on the

market

Social entrepreneurship and eco-

preneurship overlap. The ecological

thought is an attitude (how do I

treat my family, my staff, animals,

the environment) and cannot be seen

separate.

More research in how to measure

positive environmental and social

impact. Adapt taxes on how social

a company is. Businesses who cause

environmental damage should pay

higher taxes.

In German a more accurate term

would be needed so that people

would understand it right. Term is

misinterpreted a lot and a clearer

term would be nice to have.

5 Ecopreneurship means to focus on the

environmental/ecological aspect of a

company

Social entrepreneurship is broader -

social in the sense of society (in

society as a whole) which always

includes both social and ecological

aspects. Because of that social

entrepreneurship is a broader term.

Ecopreneurship is narrowed down to

the ecological aspect.

Not everybody understands exactly

what ecopreneurship means or does

not know what it is at all. Is it really

necessary to focus so much on the

terminology? The focus needs to shift

from definitions to actions and then

it does not matter if it is social or

ecopreneurship.

6 Ecopreneurship is an enterprise that

is aware of the issues; either its

main goal is to promote some sort of

ecological stability or social stability.

In doing so it is trying to do it

responsibly. Core business has to be

green and sustainable - alternative to

something not sustainable.

Ecopreneurship is social

entrepreneurship (entrepreneurship

with a purpose); different impacts

as social entrepreneurship that

does not have to be ecological;

being holistic/systematic/full

integrated; every eco enterprise

is a social enterprise, but not all

social enterprises are eco enterprises

Research needs to be connected;

everything comes to sustainable de-

velopment. It is important to connect

what the academia says and what

the businesses say. Systemic vs.

implemented change

No clear and common understanding.

The problem is that there are way

too many terms, but not enough sub-

stance to differentiate them. Every

academic wants to come up with their

own definition

7 Social entrepreneurship is when you

don’t have any profits. Building

entrepreneurship without profit. En-

trepreneurship is profit generating.

Ecopreneurship is profit driven, but

with the goal of improving the

ecological footprint or for the whole

society or at least don’t have any

negative effects.

Financing these types of solutions No clear understanding. All these

popular concepts, they become popu-

lar because of the difficulties of hav-

ing a shared understanding. Terms

are misused to give impression that

something is going to change. Al-

though one does not know the term,

one can assume what it could mean

8 a niched term, social entrepreneur-

ship (not quite sure what people talk

about) because it is a big topic, but

when one says ecopreneurship it is

understandable that is focused on

environment and sustainability. says

more about what an entrepreneur is

doing in the sense of niching it

social entrepreneurship can also have

a ecological focus, depends on per-

spective

more focus on impact of businesses people know what it is about;

wording says it all; easier to under-

stand than social entrepreneurship;

no common understanding of social

entrepreneurship, when you’re in the

field you sort of understand, but an

average person does not; wording is

difficult with social entrepreneurship

9 Ecopreneurship is about running a

company and being profit oriented,

but at the same time having it’s main

focus not only with the numbers of

budgets in the end of the month, but

also focusing on the social impact

goal that the company has set up.

Social impact is as important profit

Ecopreneurship is somewhere in be-

tween traditional entrepreneurship

and social entrepreneurship.



www.kth.se


