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Abstract  This article introduces the special issue 
“Antecedents and Impact of Sustainable Entrepre-
neurship: An International Perspective.” It reviews 
previous special issues in the field and situates the 
present volume within this evolving body of scholar-
ship. Common thematic and methodological patterns 
are identified alongside persistent shortcomings. The 
article concludes with a research agenda that high-
lights several critical gaps, including the limited num-
ber of rigorous studies assessing the actual impact of 
sustainable entrepreneurship, insufficient research on 
scaling and diffusion processes, and the need for rep-
lication studies to mitigate potential biases stemming 
from single-context empirical designs.

Plain English Summary  This article introduces a 
special issue examining the antecedents and impact 
of sustainable entrepreneurship. As guest editors, we 
review the extant literature and observe that although 
considerable progress has been made in understand-
ing the motivations and processes underlying sustain-
able entrepreneurial activity, the field lacks system-
atic evidence of its actual environmental and societal 
outcomes. Existing research predominantly relies 
on small-scale, context-specific studies, which con-
strain the generalizability of findings across national 
and institutional settings. The present special issue 
addresses these limitations by featuring studies 
employing cross-country comparative designs and 
longitudinal data. We advocate for future research to 
prioritize several complementary avenues: the scal-
ing of sustainable ventures, replication studies across 
different institutional settings to enhance empirical 
rigor, and improved measurement of impacts, par-
ticularly those extending beyond firm-level finan-
cial performance. Without such evidence, the cen-
tral proposition of sustainable entrepreneurship that 
profit and purpose can be jointly advanced to generate 
meaningful well-being change remains insufficiently 
substantiated.
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1  Introduction

The global context in which this special issue appears 
could hardly be more pressing. Climate change, the 
aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, biodiver-
sity loss, rising inequality, and geopolitical instabil-
ity have created a moment of profound societal and 
economic uncertainty. Governments and international 
institutions increasingly highlight the need for sys-
temic transformation toward sustainability in docu-
ments such as the European Green Deal or the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). At 
the same time, the paradigm of sustainability experi-
ences growing skepticism. In this setting, entrepre-
neurship is often framed as a vital mechanism for 
change, mobilizing innovation, unlocking new mar-
kets, and creating solutions that address environmen-
tal and social imperatives. Thus, following Schum-
peter (1982), sustainable entrepreneurship can be 
understood as a mechanism of creative destruction. It 
destroys unsustainable structures and practices (such 
as industries centered around fossil fuels) by creating 
more sustainable alternatives (e.g. renewable ener-
gies, electric mobility) (Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 
2010). Yet while the rhetoric surrounding sustainable 
entrepreneurship is powerful, our scholarly under-
standing of its antecedents and impacts on sustain-
able development remains uneven, fragmented, and in 
need of greater international scope.

Over the past two decades, sustainable entrepre-
neurship has emerged as a dynamic research domain, 
situated at the intersection of innovation, environmen-
tal stewardship, and social equity. Entrepreneurship is 
increasingly being recognized “as a significant con-
duit for bringing about a transformation to sustainable 
products and processes, with numerous high-profile 
thinkers advocating entrepreneurship as a panacea 
for many social and environmental concerns” (Hall, 
et  al., 2010, pp. 439). This dual promise of wealth 
creation and sustainable impact resonates strongly 
with policymakers, practitioners, and scholars alike.

This special issue of Small Business Economics, 
titled “Antecedents and Impact of Sustainable Entre-
preneurship: An International Perspective,” aims to 
both survey the current state of the field and propel 
scholarly inquiry forward. Through an international 
lens, it seeks to deepen our understanding of the driv-
ers and consequences of sustainable entrepreneur-
ship. By emphasizing the international perspective, 

we acknowledge that prior research has examined a 
range of antecedents and outcomes of sustainable 
entrepreneurship. However, it has done so predomi-
nantly within specific—and often isolated—national 
contexts. Consequently, there remains a substantial 
need for studies that employ international compari-
sons, incorporate cross-national contextualization, 
or replicate earlier findings across a broader set of 
countries. In this introduction to the special issue, we 
briefly trace the evolution of research in this domain, 
synthesize current insights, identify key gaps in the 
literature, and outline promising avenues for future 
research that are both academically rigorous and soci-
etally relevant. Specifically, we add to the field of 
sustainable entrepreneurship by highlighting the need 
for more studies on the actual impact of sustainable 
entrepreneurship, which will be essential for legiti-
mizing the central claim of the research field, that 
is the ability of sustainable entrepreneurship to con-
nect wealth creation and actual impact to sustainable 
development by innovative, transformative impulses. 
Additionally, we emphasize the need for research on 
scaling and diffusion processes as only a (collective) 
impact of meaningful magnitude can contribute to the 
legitimization of the field. Last, we highlight the need 
for replication studies to mitigate potential biases 
stemming from single-context empirical designs and 
to emphasize the rigor of the research fields central 
claims. In what follows, we briefly chart the evolution 
of research in this area, highlight what we currently 
know, identify key research gaps, and suggest prom-
ising avenues for advancing knowledge that are both 
academically rigorous and societally relevant.

2 � Early sustainable entrepreneurship research: 
the foundational decades

The intellectual foundations of sustainable entrepre-
neurship were laid in the early 2000 s, when scholars 
began to connect ecological concerns with theories 
of entrepreneurship, of market failure, and of wel-
fare. Cohen and Winn (2007) and Dean and McMul-
len (2007) argued that the market and institutional 
imperfections and inefficiencies that give rise to envi-
ronmental degradation, create opportunities for new 
ventures to develop cleaner technologies and more 
inclusive business models. Their analysis emphasized 
the Schumpeterian role of entrepreneurs in processes 
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of creative destruction, suggesting that sustainabil-
ity pressures create new market niches that entrepre-
neurs can exploit. This role is the essence of capitalist 
dynamics and concerns not invention—the generation 
of new ideas—but innovation—making them work in 
a commercially viable fashion. Hence, in the Schum-
peterian logic innovation represents a more demand-
ing and consequential endeavor than invention alone 
(Henrekson et al. 2024).

The early 2010 s witnessed an effort to consoli-
date the field through definitional work and empirical 
exploration. Shepherd and Patzelt’s (2011) influen-
tial framework conceptualized sustainable entrepre-
neurship as the pursuit of opportunities that preserve 
nature, life support, and community while simultane-
ously generating economic and non-economic value. 
This conceptualization has been widely adopted and 
has helped differentiate sustainable entrepreneurship 
from related but distinct domains, such as corporate 
social responsibility and social entrepreneurship. 
Pacheco et  al. (2010) advanced the discussion by 
emphasizing institutional entrepreneurship, showing 
how entrepreneurs do not merely exploit opportuni-
ties but actively reshape the institutional context to 
create green markets. By the end of the decade, sev-
eral scholars examined stakeholder theory as a prag-
matic, albeit optimistic, framework for guiding corpo-
rate action toward sustainable development (Hörisch 
et al., 2014, Schaltegger et al., 2019). While essential 
for establishing conceptual foundations, this interest 
in definitions and theorizing risked privileging onto-
logical debates over empirical investigation of the 
praxis of sustainable entrepreneurship.

Nevertheless, applied empirical work during this 
period expanded meaningfully (Hörisch et al., 2017; 
Hoogendoorn et  al., 2020). Scholarship in this area 
has developed along complementary lines. Some 
scholars focus on how sustainability values shape 
organizational design, while others examine the align-
ment of entrepreneurial identity with environmental 
aims. A significant strand of research investigates 
hybrid governance models, such as certified B Corpo-
rations, which formally institutionalize sustainability 
(Parrish, 2010; Stubbs, 2017; York et al., 2016). This 
wave of empirical research deepened understand-
ing of the motivations, strategies, and organizational 
forms that characterize sustainable entrepreneur-
ship. Yet, as Muñoz and Cohen (2018) noted in their 
review, much of the work remained context-specific, 

often focused on small samples, particular industries, 
or single geographies, limiting the field’s generaliz-
ability and comparative scope.

3 � Sustainable entrepreneurship in the 2020s

By the 2020 s, sustainable entrepreneurship had coa-
lesced into a distinct subdiscipline, with ongoing 
debates, methodological conventions, and dedicated 
special issues (Genus, 2021). This maturation enabled 
the field to transcend definitional concerns, turning 
instead to the examination of its practical applica-
tions, measurable impact, and global scalability.

One notable development has been an empha-
sis on contextual embeddedness. Recent research 
shows how the personal histories, cultural capital, 
and institutional biographies of entrepreneurs shape 
their approaches to sustainability (Genus, 2021; 
Lawrence et  al., 2011). Rather than viewing entre-
preneurs as rational opportunity seekers respond-
ing to market signals, this literature highlights how 
deeply embedded social and institutional contexts 
influence entrepreneurial trajectories. In doing so, it 
challenges the earlier tendency to universalize entre-
preneurial motivations, foregrounding instead how 
place, identity, and social practice structure entrepre-
neurial action. This contextual sensitivity is evident 
in circular entrepreneurship, where the adoption of 
circular business models is shaped by internal fac-
tors (i.e., such as leadership commitment and envi-
ronmental values) and external factors (i.e., including 
regulatory frameworks and regional support ecosys-
tems). Entrepreneurial motivations vary accordingly, 
with some founders driven by financial opportunities 
while others act from deep-seated personal commit-
ment to environmental and social goals. Indeed, the 
success of circular ventures depends on broader sup-
port structures (i.e., network interactions, university 
engagement, and intermediaries like incubators), 
revealing how institutional embeddedness fundamen-
tally conditions entrepreneurial possibilities (Suchek 
et al., 2022).

Another trend has been the diversification of entre-
preneurial forms. An emerging body of work suggests 
that tensions between economic, social, and environ-
mental goals are not anomalies to be dismissed but 
inherent features of corporate sustainability. Build-
ing on this insight, Hahn et  al. (2015) propose an 
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integrative framework that conceptualizes these contra-
dictions as paradoxes, arguing that rather than seeking 
alignment, firms must learn to accept and manage the 
resulting tensions across different levels, time horizons, 
and contexts. Scholars have increasingly highlighted the 
emergence of alternative logics of value creation, such 
as regenerative entrepreneurship (Muñoz & Hernan-
dez, 2024), “activist entrepreneuring” (Dey & Mason, 
2018; Monteverde et al., 2025), corporate entrepreneur-
ship (Gerlich et  al., 2025) and humane entrepreneur-
ship (Parente et al., 2021). These approaches reject the 
assumption of inherent trade-offs between financial, 
social, and environmental goals, instead framing entre-
preneurship as a complex and goal-complementary 
pathway toward organizational emergence (Muñoz & 
Dimov, 2015). Such perspectives underscore that sus-
tainable entrepreneurship is not simply about mitigating 
harm and managing tensions, but can also be about pro-
actively reimagining creative modes of production and 
consumption, also for the common good (Hoogendoorn 
et al., 2020; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011).

A third key development has been the broadening 
of scope, moving from localized sustainable impact 
to an explicit engagement with societal grand chal-
lenges. Fernhaber and Zhou (2022) discuss how sus-
tainable entrepreneurship is increasingly linked to 
global issues such as poverty, climate change, refugee 
displacement, and pandemics. Framing sustainabil-
ity within the language of “grand challenges” under-
scores the complexity, urgency, and transnational 
nature of the problems that entrepreneurs seek to 
address. Yet, as they argue, research on entrepreneur-
ship and international business has developed largely 
in parallel, with the former emphasizing opportunities 
and agency, and the latter stressing the global reach 
of multinational enterprises. Integrating these per-
spectives through the lens of sustainable international 
entrepreneurship offers a promising pathway forward, 
enabling a richer understanding of how entrepreneur-
ial solutions to broad sustainability challenges can be 
both managed, developed and scaled globally (Mark-
man et al., 2019).

4 � A review of previous special issues 
on sustainable entrepreneurship

The present special issue was preceded by previous 
special issues on sustainable entrepreneurship and 

related fields. A pioneering special issue in the field 
on “Sustainable development and entrepreneurship” 
by Hall et al. (2010) laid the path for concept devel-
opment and consisted of many conceptual (Pacheco 
et al., 2010; York et al., 2010; Hockerts & Wüstenha-
gen, 2010) and empirical papers (Meek et al., 2010; 
Parrish, 2010; Kuckertz & Wagner, 2010) which are 
still considered cornerstones in the field. Many more 
special issues followed, which contributed to a cer-
tain level of maturity in the research field (Edmond-
son & McManus, 2007). Still, fundamental questions 
of what drives sustainable entrepreneurship (i.e., the 
antecedents) and its actual contribution to sustainable 
development have not been quantitatively investigated 
or even replicated recognizing potential international 
differences. An overview of special issues on sustain-
able entrepreneurship is shown in Table 1.

Table  2 structures the contributions to previ-
ous special issues along the main lines of interest of 
this special issue, i.e., the antecedents and impacts 
of sustainable entrepreneurship. It highlights that 
most contributions took a different (and equally rel-
evant) perspective, investigating the what and how 
of sustainable entrepreneurship (Crucke & Knock-
aert, 2016; Stephan et  al., 2023; Branzei & Fathal-
lah, 2023). Likewise, multiple articles addressed the 
antecedents of sustainable entrepreneurship (Meek 
et al., 2010; Kuckertz & Wagner, 2010; Akemu et al., 
2016). Yet, these articles investigate a very diverse 
range of antecedents, identifying different points 
of intervention, such as social norms (Meek et  al., 
2010); individual values and experiences (Kuckertz 
& Wagner, 2010), or entrepreneurial ecosystems 
(Bischoff, 2021). Thus, if analyzed from the perspec-
tive of the maturity of research fields (Edmondson & 
McManus, 2007), research on the antecedents of sus-
tainable entrepreneurship is far from mature, as indi-
cated by a lack of quantitative studies that replicate, 
test, or specify earlier work. Lastly, Table 2 highlights 
that compared to the “why” and “how” of sustainable 
entrepreneurship, we know surprisingly little about 
its actual impact. Given that the central justification 
of the research field is its contribution to sustainable 
development, this insight is surprising. Only a few 
articles explicitly address the impact of sustainable 
entrepreneurship (Neumann, 2022; Karahan et  al., 
2022; Hirschmann & Block, 2022), most of which 
stem from the special issue in the Journal of Cleaner 
Production (Fichter et al., 2022).
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This special issue complements previous findings 
and advances the sustainable entrepreneurship liter-
ature by deliberately shifting focus from the “what” 
and “how” of entrepreneurial processes which 
dominated prior special issues, to a more rigorous 
and internationally oriented examination of ante-
cedents and, critically, impacts. By focusing on the 
impacts of sustainable entrepreneurship on sustain-
able development, this special issue takes an impor-
tant step towards legitimizing the central claim of 
the research field, that is the ability of sustainable 
entrepreneurship to connect wealth creation and 
actual impact to sustainable development by inno-
vative, transformative impulses. While many previ-
ous collections emphasized conceptual development 
and context-specific case studies, this volume intro-
duces methodological innovation through longitu-
dinal datasets (e.g., Bergmann  &  Rychener, 2026; 
Kotiranta et  al., 2026) and cross-country compara-
tive designs (e.g., Capelleras et  al., 2026), thereby 

addressing persistent calls for replication and gen-
eralizability. Theoretically, it moves beyond isolated 
motivational accounts to integrate multi-level insti-
tutional dynamics, regulatory heterogeneity, and 
the temporal evolution of tensions in scaling sus-
tainable ventures (Zeng et  al., 2026). In doing so, 
it responds directly to the field’s fragmentation by 
prioritizing external validity, multi-contextual rep-
lication, and the measurement of tangible sustain-
ability outcomes.

Table 3 classifies the articles included in this spe-
cial issue into the same categories as those used to 
analyze the previous special issues. Although it is 
sometimes difficult to categorize, the overview in 
Table 3 shows that in the present special issue, there 
is no focus on research dealing with the implementa-
tion (what/how) view, like in previous special issues. 
While none of the papers aim at replicating existing 
studies in a new (international) context, we observe 
that at least two studies test some known effects based 

Table 1   Earlier special issues on sustainable entrepreneurship

Title Year Journal Editors

Sustainable Development and Entrepre-
neurship

2010 Journal of Business Venturing J. K. Hall, G. A. Daneke, M. J. Lenox

Entrepreneurship as a Platform for 
Pursuing Multiple Goals: A Special 
Issue on Sustainability, Ethics, and 
Entrepreneurship

2016 Journal of Management Studies G. D. Markman, M. Russo, G. T. Lump-
kin, P. D. Jennings, J. Mair

Advancing Sustainable Entrepreneur-
ship Through Substantive Research

2018 International Journal of Entrepreneur-
ial Behavior & Research

P. Muñoz, F. Janssen, K. Nicolopoulou, 
K. Hockerts

Collaborative entrepreneurship for 
sustainability: Creating solutions in 
light of the UN sustainable develop-
ment goals

2018 International Journal of Entrepreneur-
ial Venturing

S. Schaltegger, M. Beckmann, K. 
Hockerts

Sustainable entrepreneurship: creating 
environmental solutions in light of 
planetary boundaries

2018 International Journal of Entrepreneur-
ial Venturing

S. Schaltegger, M. Beckmann, K. 
Hockerts

E Pluribus Unum: Impact Entrepreneur-
ship as a Solution to Grand Challenges

2019 Academy of Management Perspectives G. D. Markman, T. L. Waldron, P. T. 
Gianiodis, M. I. Espina

Sustainable Entrepreneurship Research 
in the 2020s: An Introduction

2021 Business Strategy and the Environment A. Genus

Sustainable Entrepreneurial Ecosystems 2021 Small Business Economics C. Volkmann,K. Fichter, M. Klofsten, D. 
Audretsch

Crises, Covid-19, and Entrepreneurship 2023 Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice B. Batjargal, S. Jack, T. Mickiewicz, E. 
Stam, W. Stam, K. Wennberg

Sustainable Entrepreneurship in Times 
of Crises

2022 Journal of Cleaner Production K. Fichter, F. Lüdeke-Freund, S. 
Schaltegger, S. Schillebeeckx

Entrepreneurship, sustainability, and 
urban development

2024 Small Business Economics H. Qian, J. Wu, S. Zheng
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on longitudinal datasets (Bergmann  and  Rychener, 
2026; Kotiranta et al., 2026).

Maaßen et al. (2026) use a mixed-method approach 
that combines in-depth interviews with survey data. 
They analyze how institutional influences can support 
or hinder the evolution of sustainable entrepreneur-
ship and highlight the importance of normative insti-
tutional pressures.

Likewise, Rychener and Bergmann &  Rychener 
(2026) also address the antecedents of sustainable 
entrepreneurship. They examine how mission-driven 
entrepreneurs translate their aspirations into viable 
operating firms by focusing on the startup activi-
ties undertaken during the venture creation process. 
Drawing on social identity theory, the authors dis-
tinguish between discovery-related and exploitation-
related activities and analyze how the strength of 
founders’ missionary identity shapes their relation-
ship with firm emergence. Using longitudinal data, 
the study shows that discovery-oriented activities are 
particularly critical for mission-driven founders.

Gonzales et  al. (2026) investigate how the strin-
gency and evolution of national environmental regu-
lations shape small and medium-sized enterprises’ 
participation in green markets. Drawing on institu-
tional economics and analyzing data across 26 OECD 
countries, the study shows that in countries with 
stringent environmental regulations, the relationship 
between green market participation and increased 
regulatory stringency exhibits an inverted-U shape, 
while in countries with less stringent environmen-
tal regulations, Gonzales et  al. (2026) observe a 
U-shaped relationship. These findings highlight the 
importance of regulatory dynamics and institutional 
context for understanding firms’ engagement in green 
markets.

Capelleras et  al. (2026) analyze whether and 
under what conditions entrepreneurs’ growth aspi-
rations are associated with the adoption of environ-
mental actions. Drawing on a multi-level analysis, 
the authors show that growth-oriented entrepreneurs 
are more likely to engage in environmentally ori-
ented behaviors, and that this relationship is further 
strengthened in countries with more stringent envi-
ronmental regulations.

In contrast to the earlier articles, Zeng et al. (2026) 
focus on the impact of sustainable entrepreneurship. 
They investigate the sustainability-related tensions 
that entrepreneurs encounter as they develop and Ta
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scale sustainability-driven ventures. Using a multiple 
case study approach, the authors examine how such 
tensions emerge and evolve across different venture 
stages. Their findings identify distinct tensions at the 
individual, organizational, and macro-level context, 
showing that the salience and nature of these tensions 
vary over time and carry different implications for 
impact creation and scaling.

Lastly, Kotiranta et al. (2026) investigate whether 
and how public innovation funding supports the 
growth of hybrid enterprises during economic crises, 
with particular attention to differences across hybrid 
organizational forms. Using longitudinal data on 
Finnish SMEs from 2018 to 2022, the authors analyze 
the moderating role of hybridity in the relationship 
between public innovation funding and firm growth 
during the COVID-19 crisis. The findings show that 
the growth effects of innovation funding vary sys-
tematically with enterprises’ hybrid orientation, ben-
efiting hybrids with a stronger economic focus while 
yielding weaker or contrasting effects for socially 
driven hybrids.

Taken together, analyzing the historical develop-
ment in the research field along the present and earlier 
special issues highlights that the sustainable entrepre-
neurship literature to date provides a coherent, if still 
incomplete, picture. It has successfully established 
conceptual clarity, broadly defining the field as the 
simultaneous pursuit of economic, social, and envi-
ronmental value creation (Hall, et al., 2010; Shepherd 
and Patzelt, 2011; Muñoz & Cohen, 2018; Johnson 
& Schaltegger, 2020). Research has identified a mul-
tifaceted set of motivational drivers. The evidence 

indicates that alongside profit considerations, fac-
tors such as personal values, founder identity, strate-
gic decisions and prevailing institutional trajectories 
exert a critical and evolving influence over the ven-
ture lifecycle (Chistov et al., 2023; Genus, 2021; Par-
rish, 2010). It has illuminated the variety of business 
models and governance structures that support sus-
tainability, from hybrid organizations and coopera-
tives to circular economy sufficiency-driven business 
models (Bocken & Short, 2016).

5 � The way forward

The main question is how the field should proceed 
from here. For sustainable entrepreneurship to pro-
gress from an emerging research area to a field capa-
ble of shaping and understanding systemic transfor-
mation, scholarship must address several critical and 
interrelated caveats. First, the literature shows an 
insufficient grasp of the dynamics of scaling and dif-
fusion. Existing research is predominantly grounded 
in idiosyncratic, context-specific case studies that, 
despite their depth, provide limited generalizable 
insights for replicating or expanding successful 
models. Mechanisms facilitating the broader dis-
semination of sustainable solutions, such as ecosys-
tem orchestration, institutional entrepreneurship, 
and the development of transnational partnerships, 
remain markedly underexplored. Given the primar-
ily qualitative nature of research on scaling sustain-
able entrepreneurship, further research could aim at 
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tions and the adoption of environmental 
actions: The role of regulatory strin-
gency

Gonzalez, M., Bodas Freitas, I. M., & 
Brieger, S. A. (2026). National envi-
ronmental regulations and green market 
participation by SMEs: M. Gonzalez 
et al. Small Business Economics, 1-28.

Bergmann H., & Rychener, M. (2026). 
How do Mission-Driven Ventures 
Emerge? An Investigation of Startup 
Activities and the Achievement of Regu-
lar Sales among Early-stage Everyday 
Entrepreneurs. Small Business Econom-
ics

Gonzalez, M., Bodas-Freitas, I., & 
Brieger, S.A. (2026). National Environ-
mental Regulations and Green Market 
Participation by SMEs

Zeng, K.Y, Thapa Karki, S., Brieger, S.A., 
& Preuss, L. (2026). Navigating compet-
ing priorities for societal value creation: 
Tensions in sustainability- driven enter-
prises across venture stages
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synthesizing these findings using qualitative meta-
analyses (Habersang et  al., 2019; Habersang & Rei-
hlen, 2025).

Second, beyond the specific aspect of scaling, 
advancing the research field of sustainable entre-
preneurship requires comparative, cross-contextual 
studies and systematic replication research to delin-
eate the boundary conditions of established find-
ings. The justification of such an approach is based 
on the belief that single dataset studies may include 
false positives and that internal replication (more than 
one data set per study) or external replication (start-
ing a study with an attempt at replicating an earlier 
one and then extending it) is a superior approach 
(Block et al., 2023; Van Witteloostuijn et al., 2021). 
Scientific journals dealing with sustainability issues 
sometimes seem to focus on new theories. But, as we 
demonstrated above, the field of sustainable entre-
preneurship is not new anymore. Moreover, theory 
development may be crucial for our understanding 
of the antecedents and consequences of sustainable 
entrepreneurship, but this focus can be detrimental to 
testing if existing theories work in new and different 
environments or whether a theoretical approach can 
be further developed using systematic external repli-
cations and impact measurements.

Third, a persistent disconnect between analyti-
cal levels impedes comprehensive understanding. 
Micro-level studies focused on founder motivations 
and venture strategies rarely integrate with macro-
level analyses of institutional frameworks and global 
governance. This compartmentalization obfuscates 
the recursive relationships by which entrepreneurial 
agency both influences and is influenced by broader 
systemic structures. Future research should employ 
multi-level frameworks to explicitly investigate how 
grassroots entrepreneurial activity interfaces with 
multi-level transformations and international policy 
regimes to foster transformative change (Hörisch, 
2015; Johnson & Schaltegger, 2020; Loorbach & 
Wijsman, 2013).

Fourth, and related to the above research gap on 
the link between micro-level activities and macro-
level outcomes, sustainable entrepreneurship research 
should focus on demonstrating the impact of sustain-
able entrepreneurship on sustainable development. 
The legitimacy of the research field is based on the 
claim that sustainable entrepreneurship is able to 
meaningfully contribute to sustainable development. 

While this claim is grounded in convincing concep-
tual arguments (e.g. Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010) 
and qualitative case studies of impactful sustainable 
and social entrepreneurs (e.g. Ney et al., 2014), large-
scale quantitative studies on the impact of sustainable 
entrepreneurship will not only increase the maturity 
of the research field (see Edmonson & McManus, 
2008), but also help to legitimize the central claim of 
the research field.

Fifth, future research on sustainable entrepre-
neurship from an international perspective should 
examine how cross-country contextual differences 
shape the opportunities, constraints, and outcomes 
of sustainable ventures. Building on the notion of 
sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems and the glo-
balization of sustainability aspirations, scholars need 
to explore how national institutional arrangements, 
policy regimes, and regulatory climates interact with 
regional and local ecosystems to foster or hinder sus-
tainable venturing, including the cross-country dif-
fusion of sustainable business models, certifications, 
and collaborative governance practices. An interna-
tional lens can illuminate how diverse definitions of 
sustainability, legitimacy-building processes, and 
governance logics influence the emergence and scal-
ing of social and impact-oriented ventures, as well as 
how global value chains, trade policies, and interna-
tional development agendas shape venture outcomes 
across contexts. Comparative studies can further 
unpack how supra-national instruments (e.g., UN 
SDGs) interact with local social norms, market condi-
tions, and technological trajectories to produce differ-
ent sustainable outcomes, advancing a more robust, 
cross-border theory of sustainable entrepreneurship. 
Methodologically, such efforts will require cross-
country case comparisons, longitudinal panel designs, 
and multi-level global datasets to capture heterogene-
ity and trace the causal mechanisms through which 
international linkages foster sustainability-oriented 
entrepreneurship across developed and developing 
economies.

Finally, the field is constrained by a lack of meth-
odological diversity. The prevalent reliance on quali-
tative case studies situated within Western, Educated, 
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) con-
texts, frequently based on self-reported data, results 
in an evidence base that is susceptible to success bias 
and, hence, of limited generalizability. Generally, 
the field has demonstrated limited engagement with 
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critical perspectives from neighboring disciplines, 
including political ecology, ‘degrowth’, and ‘decolo-
nial’ studies. This insularity restricts the capacity of 
sustainable entrepreneurship scholarship to critically 
interrogate foundational assumptions such as the cen-
trality of economic growth and to frameworks that 
address the underlying institutional, ecological, and 
political-economic drivers of unsustainability (Bruton 
et al., 2013; De Clercq & Voronov, 2011).

This transformative agenda positions sustainable 
entrepreneurship not as a peripheral topic, but as 
central to reimagining economies. To inspire future 
scholarships, we pose several challenging research 
issues. Can sustainable entrepreneurship be truly scal-
able without diluting its ethical foundations? Does 
the increasing institutionalization of sustainability 
through certifications and metrics endanger a natural 
and flexible transformative potential? In what ways 
do new paradigms of impact measurement reconfig-
ure entrepreneurial ecosystems, and how, in turn, may 
these ecosystems influence the development of such 
metrics? And finally, in an era of planetary bounda-
ries, should the field shift its focus from “impact” to 
“legacy”, the enduring capacity of entrepreneurial 
activity to regenerate social-ecological systems? By 
embedding such questions into the research agenda, 
this special issue aims to stimulate bold, reflexive, 
and transformative inquiry.

6 � Summary

The study of sustainable entrepreneurship has devel-
oped considerably since its emergence in the early 
2000s. From the initial conceptual foundations that 
highlighted entrepreneurship’s potential role in 
addressing market failures and sustainability chal-
lenges, the field has evolved into a mature domain 
concerned with practice, impact, and global engage-
ment. Yet, the literature remains fragmented, overly 
context-bound, and methodologically limited. To 
advance knowledge and to address grand challenges, 
scholars must integrate international perspectives, 
rigorously measure impact, and explore how entre-
preneurial solutions can be scaled up. Well-organ-
ized, large-scale collaboration exercises with a strong 
internal replication set-up are the way forward.

This special issue aims to catalyze such progress. 
By bringing together contributions that examine the 
antecedents and impacts of sustainable entrepreneur-
ship across diverse international contexts, we hope 
to enrich scholarly debates and inform policy and 
practice. Ultimately, the promise of sustainable entre-
preneurship lies not only in the creation of ventures 
but in the potential transformation of economic and 
social systems. Advancing research in this domain is 
therefore both an intellectual imperative and a soci-
etal necessity.
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