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Chapter 1

 

1.1. Introduction 
 

Entrepreneurs can create innovative solutions that address the grand challenges that 

humankind faces (Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). These grand 

challenges include problems such as pollution, injustice and poverty. As such, 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society. 

However, society has become increasingly critical of business practices, and 

specifically of the businesses’ pursuit of economic growth regardless of potential 

societal and environmental costs. Critics point to the correlation between economic 

growth and environmental degradation (Fischer-Kowalski and Swilling, 2011; 

OECD, 2002), and to the regular failure of markets to account for the true costs of 

social and environmental degradation (Austin et al., 2006; Cohen and Winn, 2007). 

Therefore, the view that business needs to become more sustainable is now 

accepted among policy makers, management scholars, and entrepreneurs alike 

(Markman et al., 2019). While it has become increasingly recognized that 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society, 

how such a transition might be realised is still the topic of ongoing debate 

(Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). 

In response to this situation, this dissertation addresses how and why entrepreneurs 

start a business with the aim to create sustainable change. Entrepreneurs cannot 

start a business without first recognizing an entrepreneurial opportunity (Short et 

al., 2010), which is essentially a combination of a need in the market and resources 

or skills that the entrepreneur possesses, brought together by an entrepreneur to 

create a product or service (Ardichvili et al., 2003). This results in the introduction 

of products or services with superior value for customers. Those entrepreneurs who 

focus on the recognition, development and exploitation of opportunities in response 

to grand challenges are considered sustainable entrepreneurs (Belz and Binder, 

 

2017). Their discovery, development and exploitation of new opportunities is 

necessary to transform ‘business as usual’ into ‘sustainable business’ (Emas, 2015). 

Because opportunity recognition is central to the creation of new sustainable 

businesses, this dissertation focuses on the following question: where, how and 

why do entrepreneurs recognize business opportunities for sustainable business? 

This first chapter provides an overview of the main theories, assumptions, problem 

statements and research questions of this doctoral dissertation. It also provides an 

outline of the remainder of the doctoral dissertation. The central concepts of this 

dissertation are sustainable entrepreneurship, opportunity recognition, problem 

recognition, and values and identities. The following sections provide an overview 

of the literature, and position this dissertation within the main discussions of the 

literature. First, however, I discuss why I address sustainability in this dissertation. 

1.2. Grand challenges for sustainable change  
 

Increasingly, scholars are being called upon to investigate the ways in which 

entrepreneurs can address the grand challenges1 that humankind faces (George et 

al., 2016; Markman et al., 2019). These grand challenges are: “formulations of 

global problems that can be plausibly addressed through coordinated and 

collaborative effort” (George et al., 2016, p. 1880). This stream of research was 

fuelled by the introduction of the concept of sustainable development in 1987, 

which introduced society to the notion that social and environmental problems 

could be addressed through economic development and entrepreneurship 

(Brundtland, 1987). Since then, sustainability has been increasingly pursued 
 

1 Some of these grand challenges represent problems that highly complex, global, and prone 
to contestation. These challenged are termed “wicked problems”, and describe a particular 
type of grand challenge. In chapter 4, I discuss sustainable entrepreneurship particularly in 
relation to wicked problems.  
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is gaining traction, there is still much uncertainty about how entrepreneurs can 

successfully pursue sustainable business practice. In this dissertation, I aim to 

research sustainable entrepreneurship in a manner that allows for insights that 

could benefit all entrepreneurs who want to help contribute to a more sustainable 

society. The quote at the beginning of this chapter relates to this goal in two ways. 

The quote refers to the role of good food for change. It illustrates the relationship 
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and social change with empty stomachs, and neither can we expect others to. Many 

people still live in (extreme) poverty and suffer from hunger. Moreover, these are 

also the people who are most severely affected by environmental problems such as 

the extreme weather events that are a result of climate change. Therefore, social 

and environmental goals are both equally relevant in the transition to a more 

sustainable society and I consider entrepreneurs who pursue either of these goals 

through business as sustainable entrepreneurs. 

The concept that “all revolutions start in the stomach” is also relevant because I 

consider change in the food industry to be a central grand challenge. First, around 

77 billion animals are slaughtered yearly for human food production – excluding 

fish and sea-dwelling animals  (FAO, 2018a).  Due to the ever-increasing scale of 

the livestock industry and its implications for animal welfare, the notion that we 

should care for the interests of non-human animals is becoming more widespread, 

yet it is rarely included in the sustainability literature. Given that this notion is 

becoming more prominent, an increasing number of scholars have called for the 

inclusion of the interests of non-human animals in human decision making (Joy, 

 

2011; Singer, 2009; van den Berg, 2013). This is based on the realization that non-
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pain and emotional suffering similarly to humans (Singer, 2009). Considering that 

the scale of the livestock industry is so large, animals have now become the earth’s 

single largest group of exploited victims. Thus, in a world where we no longer need 

to eat or wear animals to be healthy, it is no longer morally justifiable to cause their 

suffering and death.  
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problems that relate strongly to the grand challenges, because this industry has 
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less than that of its input (fodder). Animals are inefficient producers of food, 

requiring large amounts of food to produce just a little bit of nutrition, while much 

of their food can also be eaten directly by humans. For instance, only 3% of the 

calories and 5% of the protein in the fodder that a cow eats ends up in her meat – 

and this fodder is made of crops that humans can also eat directly, such as corn, 

soy, wheat and other grains (Cassidy et al., 2013). The resulting waste pollutes 

land, fresh water sources and seas (FAO, 2018b). This inefficiency, and the 

growing global demand for meat has led to an increase in the demand for land, 

fertilizers and water, which in turn leads to increasing deforestation and 

desertification in areas where the livelihood of the population depends on the 

fertility of their environment (IPCC, 2019). Taking all this into account, moving to 

a diet without animal products on a global level would substantially contribute to a 

more sustainable society. Such a change in consumption patterns would reduce the 

total emissions of greenhouse gases from global food production – including plant-

based food production – by 50%, and its estimated total land use by 73% (Poore 

and Nemecek, 2018).  
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Entrepreneurs can create innovative solutions that address the grand challenges that 

humankind faces (Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). These grand 

challenges include problems such as pollution, injustice and poverty. As such, 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society. 

However, society has become increasingly critical of business practices, and 

specifically of the businesses’ pursuit of economic growth regardless of potential 

societal and environmental costs. Critics point to the correlation between economic 

growth and environmental degradation (Fischer-Kowalski and Swilling, 2011; 

OECD, 2002), and to the regular failure of markets to account for the true costs of 

social and environmental degradation (Austin et al., 2006; Cohen and Winn, 2007). 

Therefore, the view that business needs to become more sustainable is now 

accepted among policy makers, management scholars, and entrepreneurs alike 

(Markman et al., 2019). While it has become increasingly recognized that 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society, 

how such a transition might be realised is still the topic of ongoing debate 

(Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). 

In response to this situation, this dissertation addresses how and why entrepreneurs 

start a business with the aim to create sustainable change. Entrepreneurs cannot 

start a business without first recognizing an entrepreneurial opportunity (Short et 

al., 2010), which is essentially a combination of a need in the market and resources 

or skills that the entrepreneur possesses, brought together by an entrepreneur to 

create a product or service (Ardichvili et al., 2003). This results in the introduction 

of products or services with superior value for customers. Those entrepreneurs who 

focus on the recognition, development and exploitation of opportunities in response 

to grand challenges are considered sustainable entrepreneurs (Belz and Binder, 

 

2017). Their discovery, development and exploitation of new opportunities is 

necessary to transform ‘business as usual’ into ‘sustainable business’ (Emas, 2015). 

Because opportunity recognition is central to the creation of new sustainable 

businesses, this dissertation focuses on the following question: where, how and 

why do entrepreneurs recognize business opportunities for sustainable business? 

This first chapter provides an overview of the main theories, assumptions, problem 

statements and research questions of this doctoral dissertation. It also provides an 

outline of the remainder of the doctoral dissertation. The central concepts of this 

dissertation are sustainable entrepreneurship, opportunity recognition, problem 

recognition, and values and identities. The following sections provide an overview 

of the literature, and position this dissertation within the main discussions of the 

literature. First, however, I discuss why I address sustainability in this dissertation. 

1.2. Grand challenges for sustainable change  
 

Increasingly, scholars are being called upon to investigate the ways in which 

entrepreneurs can address the grand challenges1 that humankind faces (George et 

al., 2016; Markman et al., 2019). These grand challenges are: “formulations of 

global problems that can be plausibly addressed through coordinated and 

collaborative effort” (George et al., 2016, p. 1880). This stream of research was 

fuelled by the introduction of the concept of sustainable development in 1987, 

which introduced society to the notion that social and environmental problems 

could be addressed through economic development and entrepreneurship 

(Brundtland, 1987). Since then, sustainability has been increasingly pursued 
 

1 Some of these grand challenges represent problems that highly complex, global, and prone 
to contestation. These challenged are termed “wicked problems”, and describe a particular 
type of grand challenge. In chapter 4, I discuss sustainable entrepreneurship particularly in 
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single largest group of exploited victims. Thus, in a world where we no longer need 
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Taking the above into account, chapters two, four and five of this dissertation focus 

on entrepreneurs who aim to tackle sustainability issues in the food and livestock 

industries. Specifically, I include sustainable entrepreneurs who explore and 

recognize opportunities that aim to facilitate a more plant-based diet. Chapter three 

offers a more global approach to the study of sustainable entrepreneurship and 

analyses sustainable entrepreneurship across different industries. The next section 

describes in more detail what is meant by sustainable entrepreneurship. 

1.3. Sustainable entrepreneurship 

 

Before going into the specifics of opportunity recognition, it is important to know 

what sustainable entrepreneurship is. A growing stream of research has focussed on 

entrepreneurs who address numerous grand challenges. For instance, literature on 

social issues and entrepreneurship has discussed the alleviation of poverty through 

entrepreneurship (Mair and Marti, 2009), and the role of entrepreneurship as a 

means to aid victims of natural disasters (Gawell, 2013). The literature on 

environmental issues and entrepreneurship includes examples from sustainable 

fashion (DiVito and Bohnsack, 2017), green building construction (Jones et al., 

2019), and clean energy (Sine and David, 2003). These examples represent just a 

small portion of the growing literature on entrepreneurship in response to grand 

challenges.  

Entrepreneurs with social and/or environmental goals have been given many 

names, and many definitions have been created to explain this phenomenon. 

Within the literature on entrepreneurship and the natural environment, 

entrepreneurs who address environmental challenges have been called green 

entrepreneurs (Silajdžić et al., 2015), ecopreneurs (Affolderbach and Krueger, 

2017), and environmental entrepreneurs (Anderson, 1998). What these types of 

 

entrepreneurs have in common is their focus on addressing environmental issues 

through entrepreneurship. Typically, these types of entrepreneurs are described as 

having a strong focus on earning money and scaling up their business (Schaltegger 

and Wagner, 2011). Entrepreneurs who address social issues however, have been 

described as not focussing on earning money, but rather as using money as an 

instrument to achieve their social goals. While they act in an entrepreneurial 

manner to secure this funding, they often do not have economic goals, or they are 

limited (Santos, 2012). These entrepreneurs have been called humane 

entrepreneurs (Parente et al., 2018), ethical entrepreneurs (Markman et al., 2016) 

and social entrepreneurs (Mair and Martí, 2006). While there are differences in 

their goals and their orientation towards money, what the two types of 

entrepreneurs have in common is that they address grand challenges through 

entrepreneurship. While the term sustainable entrepreneur was initially coined to 

describe those entrepreneurs who address both social and environmental issues 

through business, scholars have called for a term that encompasses all 

entrepreneurs who aim to tackle a grand challenge, whether only through social or 

environmental goals or through both (Markman et al., 2019). Therefore, I consider 

all entrepreneurs to be sustainable entrepreneurs if they address social or 

environmental issues, or both, through business.  

Capturing all the different definitions of entrepreneurs who address social or 

environmental goals under the large umbrella of sustainable entrepreneurship 

allows me to analyse the ways in which sustainable opportunities are discovered, 

evaluated and created. What these entrepreneurs have in common is that they all 

address a grand challenge in some minor or major way, and that they are involved 

in opportunity recognition, regardless of whether they have a strong focus on 

monetary gain. Therefore, sustainable entrepreneurship is considered as “the 

recognition, development and exploitation of opportunities by individuals to bring 
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Taking the above into account, chapters two, four and five of this dissertation focus 
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into existence future goods and services with economic, social and/or ecological 

gains.” (Belz and Binder, 2017, p. 2). 

Through opportunity, sustainable entrepreneurs can provide innovative solutions in 

response to grand challenges (Boons and Lüdeke-Freund, 2013), and translate 

sustainability problems into problems that can be addressed through a business 

(Gras et al., 2020; Günzel-Jensen et al., 2020; Markman et al., 2019). Sustainable 

entrepreneurs have the creativity and flexibility to introduce solutions that they 

believe may solve a grand challenge to the market. Unlike government actors, they 

are not constrained by politics or by regulations for public organizations, but 

instead experience market constraints (Fligstein, 1996). Despite market constraints, 

entrepreneurs are capable of creatively and innovatively addressing sustainability 

problems without experiencing some of the constraints that other actors have. 

Specifically, entrepreneurs can start businesses that present small, local solutions 

that may eventually lead to radical and global change for sustainability, despite the 

complex nature of grand challenges (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010; Plowman 

et al., 2007). To understand how they do so, however, we need to unpack the 

concept of sustainable opportunity recognition. 

1.4. Unpacking sustainable opportunity recognition 

 

To address grand challenges through business, sustainable entrepreneurs first need 

to recognize an entrepreneurial opportunity. This is no surprise, because the 

opportunity construct is so central to the field of entrepreneurship, that “without an 

opportunity, there is no entrepreneurship” (Short et al., 2010, p. 40). In this 

section, I aim to unpack the opportunity construct in the context of sustainable 

entrepreneurship. Therefore, I first discuss what opportunity recognition is, and 

then consider how opportunity recognition relates to grand challenges. Finally, I 

 

examine which cognitive frames enable sustainable entrepreneurs to recognize 

opportunities in relation to grand challenges. 

An entrepreneur recognizes an opportunity by creating a fit between a market need, 

interest, or want, and resources in the form of a new venture idea (Ardichvili et al., 

2003; Davidsson, 2015). This fit is an opportunity if it creates new or superior 

value for customers. Opportunities exist in the interaction between the entrepreneur 

and their environment - partially in the entrepreneur’s mind and partially in the 

existence of an enabler in the environment of the entrepreneur. Whether an 

opportunity can be recognized and exploited by an entrepreneur is dependent on 

the entrepreneur’s skills and confidence (Davidsson, 2015). Therefore, the 

entrepreneurship field revolves around the individuals and processes that lead to 

the discovery, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities, and the effects of these 

efforts (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). Additionally, the entrepreneurship 

literature emphasizes that opportunities may be recognized in relation to problems, 

but that this is not necessarily always the case (Vogel, 2017). Instead, opportunities 

based on problems represent only one of multiple types of opportunity (Chandler et 

al., 2003). As such, opportunities in relation to grand challenges represent a 

specific type of opportunity, because they exist in relation to one or more problems 

that constitute a grand challenge. The sustainable entrepreneurship literature 

therefore emphasizes that a sustainable entrepreneur need first recognize a social or 

environmental problem before recognizing an opportunity (Belz and Binder, 2017; 

Eller et al., 2020; Santos, 2012). 

Thus, to understand how sustainable entrepreneurs recognize opportunities based 

on sustainability problems, it is important to understand what a problem is, how it 

is recognized, and why some entrepreneurs recognize sustainability problems while 

others do not. A problem refers to a significantly undesirable situation, which may 

be solvable by someone, although probably with some difficulty (Smith, 1989). 
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of the literature, and position this dissertation within the main discussions of the 
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When an individual recognizes a problem, they become uncomfortable, because the 

problem signals that reality is not as they would like it to be (Baer et al., 2013; 

Jonassen, 2000). The result is that the individual will devote attention to the 

problem, and put effort into looking for solutions (Cowan, 1986; Pedersen, 2009). 

The following example illustrates how problems are recognized: when an 

individual watches the news and sees that a drought in a poor region leads to 

hunger and infant mortality, the individual is aware of the situation and the 

children’s need for food and water. However, this situation only becomes a 

recognized problem once the individual considers the children’s suffering to be 

undesirable. If the individual does not care, decides to ignore the information, or 

does not receive the message, then it is unlikely that they recognize a problem 

(Pedersen, 2009; Tversky and Kahneman, 1981).  

In the previous example, a judgment on the desirability of a situation needed to be 

made by the individual to recognize a problem. Hence, what defines problem 

recognition is a judgment on an external situation (Cowan, 1986; Pedersen, 2009). 

How individuals judge situations based on desirability has been a crucial topic in 

management and economics since the very genesis of these fields (Smith, 1776, 

1759). Two dominant assumptions on individuals’ judgments of situations that still 

inform the current literature on entrepreneurship are grounded in economic 

sociology and neoclassical economics, which both assert that behaviour is 

motivated by a central goal. In neoclassical economics, this goal is utility, whereas 

in economic sociology the goal is power (Fligstein, 2001). Although these 

assumptions are valid and helpful to the literatures from which they originate, one 

of the key features of (sustainable) entrepreneurship is the presence of multiple, 

oftentimes conflicting, goals (Harmeling et al., 2009; Mitzinneck and Besharov, 

2019; Sarasvathy and Ramesh, 2018). While motivations of power or utility may 

be present, and sometimes even central to the behaviour of sustainable 

 

entrepreneurs, sustainable entrepreneurs have a range of motivations that are not 

exclusively related to power or utility.  

Particularly in the recognition of problems and opportunities, entrepreneurs’ 

motivations depend on their values and their identity, which provide a cognitive 

framework for entrepreneurs’ judgments on the undesirability of problems and the 

favourability of opportunities (Mathias and Williams, 2017; Stern, 2000). Values 

exist on both an aggregated cultural level and on an individual level, which are 

both of crucial importance to opportunity recognition (Davidsson and Wiklund, 

1997; Hofstede, 1980; Hoogendoorn, 2016; Schwartz and Bilsky, 1990). In 

considering where opportunities are recognized, it is crucial to thus discuss values 

on an aggregated, cultural level, whereas in answering the question of why or how 

opportunities are recognition, it is more appropriate to discuss values on the 

individual level. On either level, values can be referred to as beliefs or concepts 

that refer to specific desirable end states and behaviours. On an individual level, 

values guide behaviour and the evaluation of situations, and they are ordered by 

relative importance (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1990). Values transcend specific 

situations, determine which situations are worth attending to, and how an 

individual should behave in response to a certain situation (Schwartz, 1977; 

Schwartz and Bilsky, 1990). Grounded in values is an individual’s self-concept, or 

their identity (Hitlin, 2003). An identity is a person’s link to the social world and 

refers to their sense of self. This sense of self is built up over time as a person 

pursues projects and goals that are not those of their society or their community, 

but rather of themselves (Hitlin, 2003). In this process of building a sense of self, 

individuals anchor their identity between their values and the expectations and 

norms of society, and thereby determine their place in society (Gecas, 2000). 

Entrepreneurs endorse a number of values and have several different identities, 

which can have conflicting influences on the opportunity recognition process of 
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sustainable entrepreneurs. Typical entrepreneurial values include egoistic values 

(caring about money and status) (Kirkley, 2016), while green and altruistic values, 

which are related to caring about sustainability, can also be held by entrepreneurs 

(Hanohov and Baldacchino, 2017; Kirkwood and Walton, 2010; Ploum et al., 

2018a; Vuorio et al., 2018). The combination of these values creates much 

potential for tension, while the values that sustainable and traditional entrepreneurs 

endorse also differ based on the values they endorse highly and the tensions that 

they experience between these values (Dorado, 2006). Typically, sustainable 

entrepreneurs experience tension between values that transcend their self-interests 

(green and altruistic values) and values that enhance their self-interests (values that 

relate to status, money, pleasure and comfort) (Hahn et al., 2015). Additionally, 

values also determine which identity is activated, because the different identities 

that entrepreneurs hold are activated based on the relative importance of certain 

values, and on the situation the entrepreneur encounters. Notably, sustainable 

entrepreneurs have entrepreneurial identities, pro-social identities and 

environmental identities, which can conflict or align dependent on the situation 

(Mathias and Williams, 2017; Wry and York, 2017; York et al., 2016). Thus, I 

argue that, while traditional and sustainable entrepreneurs share a number of values 

and identities, the differences between them cause sustainable entrepreneurs to 

evaluate their environment differently, which influences their opportunity 

recognition process. 

Because values and identities guide behaviour and the evaluation of situations, they 

determine entrepreneurs’ recognition of problems and opportunities. Both 

problems and opportunities require an evaluation, or judgment, but while the 

values and identities underlying an entrepreneur’s judgments are the same, the 

situations are different. Whereas problems are situations that are judged as 

undesirable, opportunities are situations that are judged as favourable. Despite 

 

these different types of judgment, the opportunity recognition literature has largely 

neglected the differences between these concepts, and oftentimes even considers 

problem recognition as a part of opportunity recognition (Santos et al., 2015; 

Vogel, 2017). In contrast, other literatures recognize problem recognition as a 
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opportunities. Therefore, the relationships between values, identity, problem 
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dissertation. The following section discusses which research problems need to be 

addressed to provide insight into these relationships. 

1.5. Problem statement 

 

Entrepreneurship scholars have a long tradition of debating whether opportunities 

are discovered or created (Wood and McKinley, 2020). The question these scholars 

are trying to answer is whether opportunities exist independently in the 

environment of entrepreneur and can be discovered by entrepreneurs with the right 

information, or whether the opportunity is the result of the entrepreneur’s creative 

cognitive processes, and thus created by the entrepreneur (McBride and Wuebker, 

2020). Meanwhile, the opportunity concept is also considered to be ambiguous, 
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sustainable entrepreneurs. Typical entrepreneurial values include egoistic values 

(caring about money and status) (Kirkley, 2016), while green and altruistic values, 

which are related to caring about sustainability, can also be held by entrepreneurs 

(Hanohov and Baldacchino, 2017; Kirkwood and Walton, 2010; Ploum et al., 

2018a; Vuorio et al., 2018). The combination of these values creates much 

potential for tension, while the values that sustainable and traditional entrepreneurs 

endorse also differ based on the values they endorse highly and the tensions that 

they experience between these values (Dorado, 2006). Typically, sustainable 

entrepreneurs experience tension between values that transcend their self-interests 

(green and altruistic values) and values that enhance their self-interests (values that 

relate to status, money, pleasure and comfort) (Hahn et al., 2015). Additionally, 

values also determine which identity is activated, because the different identities 

that entrepreneurs hold are activated based on the relative importance of certain 

values, and on the situation the entrepreneur encounters. Notably, sustainable 

entrepreneurs have entrepreneurial identities, pro-social identities and 

environmental identities, which can conflict or align dependent on the situation 

(Mathias and Williams, 2017; Wry and York, 2017; York et al., 2016). Thus, I 

argue that, while traditional and sustainable entrepreneurs share a number of values 

and identities, the differences between them cause sustainable entrepreneurs to 

evaluate their environment differently, which influences their opportunity 

recognition process. 

Because values and identities guide behaviour and the evaluation of situations, they 

determine entrepreneurs’ recognition of problems and opportunities. Both 

problems and opportunities require an evaluation, or judgment, but while the 

values and identities underlying an entrepreneur’s judgments are the same, the 

situations are different. Whereas problems are situations that are judged as 

undesirable, opportunities are situations that are judged as favourable. Despite 

 

these different types of judgment, the opportunity recognition literature has largely 

neglected the differences between these concepts, and oftentimes even considers 

problem recognition as a part of opportunity recognition (Santos et al., 2015; 

Vogel, 2017). In contrast, other literatures recognize problem recognition as a 

distinct concept, and discuss problem recognition as the starting point for a range 

of behaviours and judgments, including activism, moral decision making, strategic 

decision making, and sustainable consumerism (Baer et al., 2013; Pedersen, 2009; 

Steg et al., 2014a; Stern, 2000). This lack of clarity on the distinctiveness of 

problem recognition, and on the relationship between problem and opportunity 

recognition, confuses the relationships between problems, opportunities, values and 

identities. Considering the evidence that problem recognition is a crucial and 

distinct concept which requires a different judgment to opportunity recognition, the 

investigation of the relationship between problem and opportunity recognition is of 

crucial importance to understanding how sustainable entrepreneurs recognize 

opportunities. Therefore, the relationships between values, identity, problem 

recognition, and opportunity recognition for sustainability represent the core of my 

dissertation. The following section discusses which research problems need to be 

addressed to provide insight into these relationships. 

1.5. Problem statement 

 

Entrepreneurship scholars have a long tradition of debating whether opportunities 

are discovered or created (Wood and McKinley, 2020). The question these scholars 

are trying to answer is whether opportunities exist independently in the 

environment of entrepreneur and can be discovered by entrepreneurs with the right 

information, or whether the opportunity is the result of the entrepreneur’s creative 

cognitive processes, and thus created by the entrepreneur (McBride and Wuebker, 

2020). Meanwhile, the opportunity concept is also considered to be ambiguous, 
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abstract, backward-oriented, and embedded with an element of favourability 

(Davidsson, 2015; Wood, 2017). For instance, Davidsson (2015) considers the 

element of favourability to be particularly problematic, due to the fact that an 

opportunity refers to both an element in the environment of the entrepreneur that is 

evaluated, and a favourable evaluation of this element. This means that the concept 

of opportunity incorporates both a situation in the environment of the entrepreneur 

(a contextual factor) and its evaluation (Davidsson, 2015). As a result, it is unclear 

whether an opportunity still exists when the entrepreneur changes their mind about 

its favourability, which means that construct clarity is lacking (Suddaby, 2010). 

Due to the contestation that surrounds the opportunity debates, a number of 

scholars have called for the dismantlement of the concept of opportunity, and some 

have proposed alternative constructs (Davidsson, 2015; Ding, 2018; Foss and 

Klein, 2017; Kitching and Rouse, 2017). For instance, Foss and Klein (2017) 

propose that opportunity recognition is a case of entrepreneurial judgment rather 

than a distinct entrepreneurial process. Other scholars have argued for the 

continued use of the concept of opportunity (McBride and Wuebker, 2020; Wood 

and McKinley, 2020), because both entrepreneurs and scholars have an 

understanding of what opportunity means, and can use it to communicate 

effectively across their respective fields. Also, much useful and relevant knowledge 

has been created in relation to the concept of opportunity. Some scholars have 

therefore argued for keeping the opportunity construct as an umbrella construct, 

which would cover the range of activities that represent the base on which new 

ventures are formed. However, these scholars believe that the challenges 

surrounding the opportunity construct should be addressed (Wood, 2017; Wood 

and McKinley, 2020).  

In this dissertation I answer the call to reduce the challenges surrounding the 

opportunity construct, (Wood and McKinley, 2020; Wood, 2017) by analysing a 

 

specific type of opportunity: the problem-based opportunity. Specifying this as a 

type of opportunity enables me to more clearly demarcate its boundaries, and thus 

reduce its ambiguity and its degree of abstraction (Suddaby, 2010; Tversky and 

Kahneman, 1981). Meanwhile, this type of opportunity remains understudied, as it 

is still unclear which characteristics of sustainable entrepreneurs allow them to 

recognize sustainability problems, and how they recognize these problems. I aim to 

shed light on the opportunity recognition processes in response to sustainability 

problems by studying the following three research problems. 

First, the relationship between problem and opportunity is understudied, because 

problem recognition has only recently been proposed as a key variable in the 

sustainable opportunity recognition process (Belz and Binder, 2017). The 

relationship between problem and opportunity recognition is usually treated as an 

assumption or a proposition, (Belz and Binder, 2017; Santos, 2012), or it is entirely 

neglected by scholars (Santos, 2012; Vogel, 2017). Additionally, it has not been 

empirically proven yet that such a relationship indeed exists. It is therefore crucial 

to unpack the concept of problem-based opportunity. Additionally, knowing how 

the recognition of problems relates to the recognition of opportunities can aid in the 
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Because sustainable entrepreneurs have different values and identities than other 

entrepreneurs, it can be assumed that these distinct values and identities also 



2

Chapter 1

 

1.1. Introduction 
 

Entrepreneurs can create innovative solutions that address the grand challenges that 

humankind faces (Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). These grand 
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However, society has become increasingly critical of business practices, and 

specifically of the businesses’ pursuit of economic growth regardless of potential 

societal and environmental costs. Critics point to the correlation between economic 

growth and environmental degradation (Fischer-Kowalski and Swilling, 2011; 

OECD, 2002), and to the regular failure of markets to account for the true costs of 

social and environmental degradation (Austin et al., 2006; Cohen and Winn, 2007). 

Therefore, the view that business needs to become more sustainable is now 

accepted among policy makers, management scholars, and entrepreneurs alike 

(Markman et al., 2019). While it has become increasingly recognized that 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society, 

how such a transition might be realised is still the topic of ongoing debate 

(Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). 

In response to this situation, this dissertation addresses how and why entrepreneurs 

start a business with the aim to create sustainable change. Entrepreneurs cannot 

start a business without first recognizing an entrepreneurial opportunity (Short et 

al., 2010), which is essentially a combination of a need in the market and resources 

or skills that the entrepreneur possesses, brought together by an entrepreneur to 

create a product or service (Ardichvili et al., 2003). This results in the introduction 

of products or services with superior value for customers. Those entrepreneurs who 

focus on the recognition, development and exploitation of opportunities in response 

to grand challenges are considered sustainable entrepreneurs (Belz and Binder, 

 

2017). Their discovery, development and exploitation of new opportunities is 

necessary to transform ‘business as usual’ into ‘sustainable business’ (Emas, 2015). 

Because opportunity recognition is central to the creation of new sustainable 

businesses, this dissertation focuses on the following question: where, how and 

why do entrepreneurs recognize business opportunities for sustainable business? 

This first chapter provides an overview of the main theories, assumptions, problem 

statements and research questions of this doctoral dissertation. It also provides an 

outline of the remainder of the doctoral dissertation. The central concepts of this 

dissertation are sustainable entrepreneurship, opportunity recognition, problem 

recognition, and values and identities. The following sections provide an overview 

of the literature, and position this dissertation within the main discussions of the 

literature. First, however, I discuss why I address sustainability in this dissertation. 

1.2. Grand challenges for sustainable change  
 

Increasingly, scholars are being called upon to investigate the ways in which 

entrepreneurs can address the grand challenges1 that humankind faces (George et 

al., 2016; Markman et al., 2019). These grand challenges are: “formulations of 

global problems that can be plausibly addressed through coordinated and 

collaborative effort” (George et al., 2016, p. 1880). This stream of research was 

fuelled by the introduction of the concept of sustainable development in 1987, 

which introduced society to the notion that social and environmental problems 

could be addressed through economic development and entrepreneurship 

(Brundtland, 1987). Since then, sustainability has been increasingly pursued 
 

1 Some of these grand challenges represent problems that highly complex, global, and prone 
to contestation. These challenged are termed “wicked problems”, and describe a particular 
type of grand challenge. In chapter 4, I discuss sustainable entrepreneurship particularly in 
relation to wicked problems.  

3

Introduction

1

 

1.1. Introduction 
 

Entrepreneurs can create innovative solutions that address the grand challenges that 

humankind faces (Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). These grand 

challenges include problems such as pollution, injustice and poverty. As such, 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society. 

However, society has become increasingly critical of business practices, and 

specifically of the businesses’ pursuit of economic growth regardless of potential 

societal and environmental costs. Critics point to the correlation between economic 

growth and environmental degradation (Fischer-Kowalski and Swilling, 2011; 

OECD, 2002), and to the regular failure of markets to account for the true costs of 

social and environmental degradation (Austin et al., 2006; Cohen and Winn, 2007). 

Therefore, the view that business needs to become more sustainable is now 

accepted among policy makers, management scholars, and entrepreneurs alike 

(Markman et al., 2019). While it has become increasingly recognized that 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society, 

how such a transition might be realised is still the topic of ongoing debate 

(Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). 

In response to this situation, this dissertation addresses how and why entrepreneurs 

start a business with the aim to create sustainable change. Entrepreneurs cannot 

start a business without first recognizing an entrepreneurial opportunity (Short et 

al., 2010), which is essentially a combination of a need in the market and resources 

or skills that the entrepreneur possesses, brought together by an entrepreneur to 

create a product or service (Ardichvili et al., 2003). This results in the introduction 

of products or services with superior value for customers. Those entrepreneurs who 

focus on the recognition, development and exploitation of opportunities in response 

to grand challenges are considered sustainable entrepreneurs (Belz and Binder, 

 

2017). Their discovery, development and exploitation of new opportunities is 

necessary to transform ‘business as usual’ into ‘sustainable business’ (Emas, 2015). 

Because opportunity recognition is central to the creation of new sustainable 

businesses, this dissertation focuses on the following question: where, how and 

why do entrepreneurs recognize business opportunities for sustainable business? 

This first chapter provides an overview of the main theories, assumptions, problem 

statements and research questions of this doctoral dissertation. It also provides an 

outline of the remainder of the doctoral dissertation. The central concepts of this 

dissertation are sustainable entrepreneurship, opportunity recognition, problem 

recognition, and values and identities. The following sections provide an overview 

of the literature, and position this dissertation within the main discussions of the 

literature. First, however, I discuss why I address sustainability in this dissertation. 

1.2. Grand challenges for sustainable change  
 

Increasingly, scholars are being called upon to investigate the ways in which 

entrepreneurs can address the grand challenges1 that humankind faces (George et 

al., 2016; Markman et al., 2019). These grand challenges are: “formulations of 

global problems that can be plausibly addressed through coordinated and 

collaborative effort” (George et al., 2016, p. 1880). This stream of research was 

fuelled by the introduction of the concept of sustainable development in 1987, 

which introduced society to the notion that social and environmental problems 

could be addressed through economic development and entrepreneurship 

(Brundtland, 1987). Since then, sustainability has been increasingly pursued 
 

1 Some of these grand challenges represent problems that highly complex, global, and prone 
to contestation. These challenged are termed “wicked problems”, and describe a particular 
type of grand challenge. In chapter 4, I discuss sustainable entrepreneurship particularly in 
relation to wicked problems.  

3

Introduction

1

 

1.1. Introduction 
 

Entrepreneurs can create innovative solutions that address the grand challenges that 

humankind faces (Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). These grand 

challenges include problems such as pollution, injustice and poverty. As such, 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society. 

However, society has become increasingly critical of business practices, and 

specifically of the businesses’ pursuit of economic growth regardless of potential 

societal and environmental costs. Critics point to the correlation between economic 

growth and environmental degradation (Fischer-Kowalski and Swilling, 2011; 

OECD, 2002), and to the regular failure of markets to account for the true costs of 

social and environmental degradation (Austin et al., 2006; Cohen and Winn, 2007). 

Therefore, the view that business needs to become more sustainable is now 

accepted among policy makers, management scholars, and entrepreneurs alike 

(Markman et al., 2019). While it has become increasingly recognized that 

entrepreneurs can play a central role in the transition to a more sustainable society, 

how such a transition might be realised is still the topic of ongoing debate 

(Markman et al., 2019; Schaefer et al., 2015). 

In response to this situation, this dissertation addresses how and why entrepreneurs 

start a business with the aim to create sustainable change. Entrepreneurs cannot 

start a business without first recognizing an entrepreneurial opportunity (Short et 

al., 2010), which is essentially a combination of a need in the market and resources 

or skills that the entrepreneur possesses, brought together by an entrepreneur to 

create a product or service (Ardichvili et al., 2003). This results in the introduction 

of products or services with superior value for customers. Those entrepreneurs who 

focus on the recognition, development and exploitation of opportunities in response 

to grand challenges are considered sustainable entrepreneurs (Belz and Binder, 

 

2017). Their discovery, development and exploitation of new opportunities is 

necessary to transform ‘business as usual’ into ‘sustainable business’ (Emas, 2015). 

Because opportunity recognition is central to the creation of new sustainable 

businesses, this dissertation focuses on the following question: where, how and 

why do entrepreneurs recognize business opportunities for sustainable business? 

This first chapter provides an overview of the main theories, assumptions, problem 

statements and research questions of this doctoral dissertation. It also provides an 

outline of the remainder of the doctoral dissertation. The central concepts of this 

dissertation are sustainable entrepreneurship, opportunity recognition, problem 

recognition, and values and identities. The following sections provide an overview 

of the literature, and position this dissertation within the main discussions of the 

literature. First, however, I discuss why I address sustainability in this dissertation. 

1.2. Grand challenges for sustainable change  
 

Increasingly, scholars are being called upon to investigate the ways in which 

entrepreneurs can address the grand challenges1 that humankind faces (George et 

al., 2016; Markman et al., 2019). These grand challenges are: “formulations of 

global problems that can be plausibly addressed through coordinated and 

collaborative effort” (George et al., 2016, p. 1880). This stream of research was 

fuelled by the introduction of the concept of sustainable development in 1987, 

which introduced society to the notion that social and environmental problems 

could be addressed through economic development and entrepreneurship 

(Brundtland, 1987). Since then, sustainability has been increasingly pursued 
 

1 Some of these grand challenges represent problems that highly complex, global, and prone 
to contestation. These challenged are termed “wicked problems”, and describe a particular 
type of grand challenge. In chapter 4, I discuss sustainable entrepreneurship particularly in 
relation to wicked problems.  

15
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influence sustainable entrepreneurs’ processes of problem and opportunity 

recognition. How values and identities do this, however, remains largely 

unexplored. This research problem is addressed in chapters three and four. 

Third, the social situatedness of opportunity recognition remains understudied. 

This means that, while entrepreneurs’ values and identities are influenced by the 

cultural values of their community and social network, it remains unclear how this 

translates into differences in problem and opportunity recognition across locations 

(Davidsson and Wiklund, 1997; Mckeever et al., 2015). Due to local differences in 

culture, there are local differences between entrepreneurs’ values and identities. 

This then leads to different proportions of sustainable entrepreneurs compared to 

the general population of entrepreneurs (Hoogendoorn, 2016). As such, the 

proportion of individuals with the ‘right’ identity and values to recognize 

sustainable opportunities differs across geographical locations. Additionally, 

sustainable entrepreneurs have distinct preferences for certain places, because 

different locations offer different types of support (Davidsson and Wiklund, 1997; 

Sunny and Shu, 2019). As a result, sustainable entrepreneurs may situate 

themselves in different places than other entrepreneurs. Knowing where sustainable 

entrepreneurs recognize or pursue opportunities can advance knowledge about 

which economic contexts are favourable for sustainable entrepreneurs. This 

research problem is addressed in chapters two and five. 

The methodology of this dissertation depends in part on the three research 

problems, and in part on the complexity of the relationships between the core 

concepts in this study, and the diverse and oftentimes conflicting motivations of 

sustainable entrepreneurs. Arguably, adopting a singular methodology would be 

ineffective for addressing all the different reasons why, how, and where 

entrepreneurs recognize opportunities in response to grand challenges. To allow for 

the most reasonable explanation of these phenomena to persevere, I adopt 

 

flexibility in relation to methodology. Adopting numerous methods to study a 

phenomenon allows for triangulation, which is the ability to confirm a similar 

explanation of a phenomenon with the use of multiple different methods. This 

increases the  reliability of the findings (Shepherd et al., 2015). Therefore, I adopt a 

mixed methods approach in this dissertation. The following section provides an 

outline of the empirical chapters of this thesis and discusses the research sub 

questions that they address.  

1.6. Outline of the dissertation 

 

The aim of this dissertation is to provide insight into why sustainable entrepreneurs 

recognize sustainable opportunities, which locations provide beneficial conditions 

for the recognition of sustainable opportunities, and how sustainable entrepreneurs 

can create and/or discover opportunities in response to grand challenges. This 

contributes to the entrepreneurship literature in three ways: (1) by helping to reduce 

the ambiguity surrounding the opportunity recognition process, (2) to understand 

what enables entrepreneurs to recognize opportunities in response to grand 

challenges, and (3) to provide insight into the pathways sustainable entrepreneurs 

choose in their efforts to influence unsustainable markets. The central research 

question at the heart of this dissertation is: where, how, and why do entrepreneurs 

recognize business opportunities for sustainable business? In the following 

paragraphs, each chapter is briefly summarized.  

To answer the central question, and to address the aims of this dissertation, four 

sub questions are presented here that are discussed in the empirical chapters. First, 

it needs to be clear where sustainable entrepreneurs recognize sustainable 

opportunities, so that contextual factors for sustainable entrepreneurship can be 

determined. The first sub question therefore is: to what extent do sustainable 
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entrepreneurs in the Netherlands cluster? To address this question, chapter 2 

analyses the geography of sustainable entrepreneurship, by first mapping the 

locations in which sustainable entrepreneurs cluster, and subsequently by 

explaining why this clustering takes place. The chapter provides an overview of 

where opportunities for sustainable business are exploited in the Netherlands. It 

gives insight into the patterns of opportunities for sustainable business in relation to 

the existing economic structures, and into the most favourable locations for 

sustainable entrepreneurs.   

Second, I analyse why and how sustainable entrepreneurs discover opportunities. 

Therefore, I focus on the different motivations that are central to the sustainable 

entrepreneurship process, and specifically, I look at the role of values and identities 

through two separate sub questions. The following research question is my second 

sub question: to what extent does sustainability problem recognition mediate the 

relationship between values and sustainable opportunity recognition? Chapter 3 

focuses on this question and uses value theory to explain why some individuals are 

more likely to recognize sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities. It provides proof 

that opportunity recognition and problem recognition are two different constructs, 

and that opportunity recognition for sustainable entrepreneurship is dependent on 

the recognition of social and environmental problems and an individual’s values.  

Another key determinant of motivations, a factor that addresses why and how 

entrepreneurs recognize sustainable opportunities is the entrepreneur’s identity. 

This dissertation engages with this topic by posing the third sub question: how does 

identity influence opportunity recognition in relation to a wicked problem? Chapter 

4 analyses how identities shape the sustainable opportunity recognition process. 

The individual entrepreneur is central in this chapter, and the differences it reveals 

between prosocial and entrepreneurial identities indicate that most opportunities 

have both an element of discovery and creation. Additionally, I specify an identity-

 

based model of opportunity recognition in response to sustainability problems in 

the environment of the entrepreneur. 

Third, I analyse how sustainable entrepreneurs create opportunities by changing 

unfavourable conditions into opportunities that are favourable for sustainable 

entrepreneurship. Thus, the fourth sub question is: how do entrepreneurs and 

activists in a moral market niche attempt to change consumer culture? Chapter 5 

reveals that by shaping market niches, sustainable entrepreneurs and activists 

change their context, with the result that entrepreneurs can more successfully 

exploit opportunities for sustainable business. I find that entrepreneurs and activists 

conjointly shape moral market niches, without collaborating explicitly. Activists 

predominantly push consumers out of what they consider immoral markets, while 

entrepreneurs pull consumers into the new moral market niche. Thus, the 

entrepreneurs in this study need to create an opportunity by creating demand for 

their products or services by influencing the market. 

This dissertation consists of a collection of individual research chapters within the 

theme of sustainable entrepreneurship and opportunity recognition. The chapters 

can be read independently as papers, or chronologically as a book. Because the 

chapters are interrelated theoretically and conceptually, they have minor overlaps. 

These overlaps are intended to improve the readability of the chapters as individual 

papers, and the readability of the dissertation in general. Besides the empirical 

chapters, this dissertation includes a discussion and conclusion chapter, a Dutch 

summary and a list of references and appendices.   
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change their context, with the result that entrepreneurs can more successfully 

exploit opportunities for sustainable business. I find that entrepreneurs and activists 

conjointly shape moral market niches, without collaborating explicitly. Activists 

predominantly push consumers out of what they consider immoral markets, while 

entrepreneurs pull consumers into the new moral market niche. Thus, the 

entrepreneurs in this study need to create an opportunity by creating demand for 

their products or services by influencing the market. 

This dissertation consists of a collection of individual research chapters within the 

theme of sustainable entrepreneurship and opportunity recognition. The chapters 

can be read independently as papers, or chronologically as a book. Because the 

chapters are interrelated theoretically and conceptually, they have minor overlaps. 

These overlaps are intended to improve the readability of the chapters as individual 

papers, and the readability of the dissertation in general. Besides the empirical 

chapters, this dissertation includes a discussion and conclusion chapter, a Dutch 

summary and a list of references and appendices.   



 

  

 

Chapter 2 
 
Investigating the spatial concentration of sustainable 
restaurants: it is all about good food!2 

 

This chapter addresses the role of sustainable demand and psychological and 
cultural factors in the spatial concentration of sustainable SMEs. We analyse the 
spatial concentration of sustainable SMEs in the restaurant sector in the 
Netherlands and argue that traditional agglomeration theories can partially explain 
their spatial concentration but are not sufficient to explain the sub-sector 
concentration of sustainable entrepreneurs. Instead, demand as well as 
psychological and cultural factors could explain the sub-sector concentration of 
sustainable restaurants. We use sustainable entrepreneurship theory to explain this 
difference. We analyse the spatial concentration of sustainable SMEs in three 
ways. First, we investigate spatial concentration based on individual locations of 
sustainable restaurants with an average nearest neighbour analysis. Second, we 
analyse spatial autocorrelation with the use of the Moran’s I statistic. Finally, we 
calculate the percentage of sustainable restaurants in a region, out of all restaurants 
in that region. We then analyse and map the clustering of sustainable restaurants 
with a Getis-Ord Gi* analysis. While controlling for conventional clustering, we 
find a single large cluster of sustainable restaurants. Arguably, this clustering is 
caused by spatial variation in demand and individual psychological traits of 
sustainable entrepreneurs, which together represent a regional culture of 
sustainable entrepreneurship.  
 

 
2 This paper was presented at Research in Entrepreneurship and Small Business (RENT), 
Lund, Sweden 2017, and European Regional Science Association (ERSA), Groningen, the 
Netherlands, 2017.  

This paper appeared in the Annals of Regional Science as: Enthoven, M. P. M. and 
Brouwer, A. E. (2020) “Investigating spatial concentration of sustainable restaurants: It is 
all about good food!”, The Annals of Regional Science, 64(3), 575–594. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-019-00955-6 
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