
 

 

 University of Groningen

Thinking Apart and Together
Thelken, Hendrik

DOI:
10.33612/diss.177424247

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2021

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
Thelken, H. (2021). Thinking Apart and Together: the role of cognition in managing multiple goals in
sustainable enterprises. [Thesis fully internal (DIV), University of Groningen]. University of Groningen.
https://doi.org/10.33612/diss.177424247

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 24-05-2023

https://doi.org/10.33612/diss.177424247
https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/535d185e-b590-408b-b15b-098c1072ad85
https://doi.org/10.33612/diss.177424247


 
 

CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 
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1.1 Introduction 

“I think there is going to be a time when they technically stop calling it sustainable entrepreneurship, because you 

are either doing good in the world from having a business or you are not having a business.”  

The above quote is from an interview I conducted during my master thesis research in 2015. What 

intrigued me back then and still does to this day, is the implied transformational potential that 

entrepreneurship can bring to sustainable development (Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010). Of 

course we are nowhere near the, some might call it utopian, time described by my former 

interviewee. Nonetheless, I am convinced that sustainable entrepreneurs can indeed take their 

ascribed role of being the change agents for sustainability through introducing products and 

services addressing sustainability problems (Svanström, Lozano-Garcia & Rowe, 2008).  

Taking on this role means that sustainable entrepreneurs have to intertwine sustainable 

development and economic profitability at the core of their sustainable enterprise. Back in the ‘90s 

and early 2000s researchers and practitioners alike predominantly argued that pursuing these two 

goals could potentially lead to a win-win situation (Slawinski & Bansal, 2015). However, over time 

it became increasingly clear that this relationship is less synergetic but rather contradicting or can 

even become paradoxical. So in actuality, pursuing both goals of sustainable development and 

economic profitability more likely imposes conflicting demands on sustainable entrepreneurs, 

which can lead to tensions between the two goals (Blok, 2018; Davies & Chambers, 2018; Siegner, 

Pinkse & Panwar, 2018; Matzembacher, Raudsaar, Barcellos & Mets, 2020). More specifically, both 

goals underlie different institutional logics and through that different rules, regulations and 

consequently also cultural narratives (Pacheco, Dean & Payne, 2010). These goals also address 

different stakeholders (e.g. the wider society or natural environment), who more often than not 

impose requirements on the sustainable enterprise which might be at odds with the enterprises goal 

of economic profitability (Hahn, Preuss, Pinkse & Figge, 2014; Hahn, Pinkse, Preuss & Figge, 

2015). Lastly, sustainable development and economic profitability often constitute conflicting time 

frames, which require the sustainable entrepreneurs to polarize the present with the future (Muñoz, 

2018). For instance, the benefits of sustainability goals might only be harvested in the future, while 

economic costs are incurred in the present (Arnocky, Milfont & Nicol, 2014).  

These conflicting demands can create significant barriers to the sustainable entrepreneurial process 

from the point of sustainable opportunity recognition and intention formation (Belz & Binder, 

2017; Vuorio, Puumalainen & Fellnhofer, 2018) to successful integration of sustainability and 

profitability during sustainable entrepreneurial venturing (Belz & Binder, 2017; Jay, 2013; Hahn et 

al., 2015; Siegner et al., 2018). As such, one can say that, due to these conflicting demands and 

resulting tensions, sustainable entrepreneurs operate in highly complex decision environments 

(Hahn et al., 2014). Through this complexity, perceptions of how to successfully integrate 

sustainability and profitability as well as solutions of how to perform well in terms of both goals 

can become frustratingly elusive and paradoxical (Belz & Binder, 2017; Lehtonen, 2004; Jay, 2013). 

As a result, individuals might experience psychological distress, which can represent a potential 
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source of frustration and cognitive dissonance and which can translate to organizational distress or 

even failure (Lewis, 2000). One way for (sustainable) entrepreneurs to deal with these conflicting 

demands is through cognition because it can help to make sense of the tensions and to translate 

possible solutions into actual behavioral strategies to address the tensions (Jay, 2013; Hahn et al., 

2014). In this context I define cognition as “the mental action or process of acquiring knowledge and 

understanding through thought, experience, and the senses” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2021) and related 

to sustainable entrepreneurship it describes “how individuals make sense of, assess and judge specific 

situations within the sustainable entrepreneurial process” in order to make behavioral decisions in these 

situations (based on the definition of entrepreneurial cognition from Mitchell et al., 2002, p. 97). 

While corporate sustainability, hybrid organization or corporate social responsibility research have 

all used a cognitive lens to study individual responses to tensions (see e.g. Anderson & Bateman, 

2000; Maon, Lindgren & Swaen, 2008 or Battilana, Sengul, Pache & Model, 2015), usage of such a 

lens is scarce in sustainable entrepreneurship research (Siegner, et al., 2018). This is surprising, 

because during the sustainable entrepreneurial process sustainable entrepreneurs intertwine 

sustainability and economic goals in the core (i.e. the value proposition) of their company instead 

of the periphery, which is often the case for organizations studied in corporate sustainability or 

corporate social responsibility research (Belz & Binder, 2017; Hahn et al., 2014; Thompson, 1967). 

We can therefore expect that tensions are even more prevalent within the sustainable 

entrepreneurial process in comparison to conventional enterprises engaging in corporate social 

responsibility because both goals are an integral part of the company and sustainable entrepreneurs 

cannot achieve their sustainability goals without their economic goals and vice versa (Belz & 

Binder, 2017; Ploum, 2018). The overarching aim of this dissertation is therefore to use such a 

cognitive lens and determine the influence cognition has on the ability of sustainable entrepreneurs 

to manage conflicting demands due to simultaneously pursuing sustainable development and 

economic profitability within the sustainable entrepreneurial process. Hence, in this dissertation I 

focus on the following main research question: What role does cognition play in the individual ability to 

manage goal conflicts within the sustainable  entrepreneurial process? 

If we talk about cognition in an entrepreneurial context, we also have to understand the individual-

level factors determining individual variation in experiences, perceptions and thinking related to 

the entrepreneurial process (Mitchell et al., 2002). Especially within the context of sustainable 

entrepreneurship this is important to understand because individual-level factors can help 

explaining individual judgements and decision evaluations in relation to goal conflicts (Hahn et al., 

2014). Looking at the beginning of the sustainable entrepreneurial process, individual-level factors 

could, for example, help explaining why an individual would like to become a sustainable 

entrepreneur (Vuorio et al., 2018). More specifically, these individual-level factors could determine 

how individuals make cognitive evaluations to decide whether they find it feasible and desirable to 

become a sustainable entrepreneur and to deal with potential goal conflicts (Koe, Omar & Majid, 

2014). The first sub-question, which focuses on the first stages of sustainable entrepreneurial 

process and will be answered in the first two empirical chapters of this dissertation, is therefore: 
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What role do individual-level factors play for sustainable entrepreneurs in the cognitive evaluation process of goal 

conflicts? 

Similarly, individual-level factors could play a key role later on within the sustainable 

entrepreneurial process because they could determine the cognitive ability of individuals to respond 

to goal conflicts and related tensions once they have founded a sustainable enterprise (Miron-

Spektor et al., 2018; Siegner et al., 2018). More specifically, they could help explaining why some 

individuals are better able to develop cognitive strategies to respond to goal conflicts. The second 

sub-question, which focuses on the middle to later stages of the sustainable entrepreneurial process 

and will be answered in the last two empirical chapters of this dissertation, is therefore: What role 

do individual-level factors play in the ability of sustainable entrepreneurs to develop cognitive strategies in response to 

goal conflicts? In section 1.3.1 I will discuss in detail which individual-level factors I expect to be 

relevant in the case of sustainable entrepreneurial cognition. 

This first chapter introduces the key concepts, problem statement and related (sub-)research 

questions addressed in this dissertation. It further gives a detailed outline of the remainder of the 

dissertation. In the following section, I will discuss the key concepts of this dissertation, including 

sustainable entrepreneurship, the ontology of contradictions and paradoxes and finally sustainable 

entrepreneurial cognition. In doing so, I position the dissertation in the contemporaneous debates 

around these concepts. 

 

1.2 Sustainable Entrepreneurship 

As the United Nations (2015) state, the survival of both the global society and planet earth are 

under threat. In the social sphere persistent poverty of billions of people, rising inequalities 

amongst countries in terms of wealth, opportunity, unemployment as well as various humanitarian 

crises such as terrorism or other forms of violent extremism threaten to reverse humanitarian 

progress made in the last decades. At the same time, man-made environmental degradation and 

natural resource depletion lead us to increasingly experience disasters such as desertification, 

draughts, freshwater scarcity or biodiversity loss. On top of that, climate change is putting an 

additional strain on both the social and environmental development and effective, collective 

responses to climate change elude both public and private actors so far (United Nations, 2015). 

This threat to the survival of both the global society and planet earth makes the Brundtland 

Commission’s call for sustainable development, which is “development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”, made in 1987 more actual and 

relevant than ever (Brundtland, 1987, p. 43).  

The severity and the persistency of the global sustainability challenges we are facing today has led 

to the conclusion that only incremental change will not be enough to truly achieve sustainable 

development (Russo, 2003). As indicated in the previous section, enterprises can be part of the 

solution in the form of sustainable entrepreneurship (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). Therefore, in the 
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last decades both academic and popular interest in entrepreneurship being a central innovative 

force in creating a socially and ecologically more equitable society has increased (Cohen & Winn, 

2007; Dean & McMullen, 2007; Hockerts & Wüstenhagen, 2010; Pacheco et al., 2010; York & 

Venkataraman, 2010). As a consequence, we have experienced a re-conceptualization of the 

relationship between entrepreneurial activity and sustainable development. Such a re-

conceptualization represents a drastic change, because entrepreneurial activity has traditionally 

been seen as being detrimental to both social and natural capital (Patzelt & Shepherd, 2011). This 

is because in contrast to their neoclassical definition, markets often fail to reflect the true costs of 

economic production (Dean & McMullen, 2007), with Bator (1958, p. 351) defining such a market 

failure as “the failure of a more or less idealized system of price-market institutions to sustain desirable activities or 

to stop undesirable activities”. Seeing that markets are in fact far removed from Pareto efficiency, where 

ideally “no redistribution of goods or productive resources can improve the position of one individual without making 

at least one other individual worse off” (Arrow & Debreu, 1954, p. 265), companies in fact often only 

incur the private costs of production and not the social ones such as environmental degradation 

(Pigou, 1932; Dean & McMullen, 2007). Therefore, traditional economics has viewed these market 

failures as even motivating socially and environmentally degrading economic behavior, because 

companies can gain competitive cost advantages through not incurring the social costs of their 

production (Dean & McMullen, 2007). As a consequence, policy makers and academics alike have 

largely focused on governmental intervention as a response to regulate environmental degradation 

and mostly ignored the potential of entrepreneurs to contribute to sustainable development 

(Dorfman, 1983; Ploum, 2018). 

A turning point came, when fields such as environmental economics started to re-conceptualize 

market failures as opportunities for entrepreneurs to contribute to environmental resilience and 

social equity while achieving economic health for themselves (Cohen & Winn, 2007). As a 

consequence, sustainable entrepreneurship has been proposed as a driver for sustainable 

development through creating products and services, which generate economic benefit for the 

enterprise and at the same time create social and environmental value for a wide array of 

stakeholders (Dean & McMullen, 2007). In this dissertation I therefore follow Shepherd & Patzelts 

(2011, p. 142) definition, who specified the sustainable entrepreneurial value creation process in 

more detail: “sustainable entrepreneurship is focused on the preservation of nature, life support, and community in 

the pursuit of perceived opportunities to bring into existence future products, processes, and services for gain, where 

gain is broadly construed to include economic and non-economic gains to individuals, the economy, and society.”  

With this definition it also becomes clear that sustainable entrepreneurs aim to balance the so-

called triple bottom line of social, environmental and economic value creation (Elkington, 1997). 

Consequently, sustainable entrepreneurship therefore also includes elements of other research 

fields such as ecopreneurship or social entrepreneurship, but is conceptually distinct. For instance, 

research on ecopreneurship or environmental entrepreneurship (see e.g. Pastakia, 1998; Schaper, 

2005) seeks to understand how entrepreneurial action can contribute to the preservation of natural 

capital and related services. However, this research field is lacking the explicit focus on social equity 
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(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). Conversely, social entrepreneurship deals with entrepreneurial 

activities to discover and exploit opportunities in order to improve social equity (see e.g. Mair & 

Marti, 2009; Zahra et al., 2009), but does not include sustaining natural capital and related services. 

Lastly, corporate social responsibility refers to efforts of companies to further social good beyond 

what is necessarily required by law or the firm’s interests (McWilliams & Siegel, 2001), but often 

lacks the entrepreneurial element or specific integration of sustainable development into the 

company’s core activities and value proposition (Thompson, 1967). 

What is appealing about the conceptualization of sustainable entrepreneurs as drivers for 

sustainable development is them having more flexibility and radical innovation potential than 

governmental actors in order to contribute to sustainable development (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 

2013). As a consequence, they can potentially even address sustainability problems which are 

inherently wicked and appear to be near unsolvable to governments thus far (Blok, 2018; Markman 

et al., 2019). While there is great innovative potential to sustainable entrepreneurship, pursuing 

sustainability and economic goals at the same time creates a highly complex and ambiguous 

decision environment, where sustainable entrepreneurs have to cognitively make sense of and work 

with potential tensions between their goals (Hahn et al., 2014; Blok, 2018; Davies & Chambers, 

2018; Siegner et al., 2018; Matzembacher et al., 2020).  

With this re-conceptualization of the relationship between entrepreneurial activity and sustainable 

development came therefore also a shift in the level of analysis of sustainable entrepreneurship. 

Research has become more and more interested in the role of the individual as the decision maker 

within the sustainable enterprise (Hahn & Knight, in press) and how the individual behaves as a 

central actor within the sustainable entrepreneurial process, which typically starts with the 

problem/opportunity recognition and related intention formation and concludes in successfully 

integrating sustainability and profitability to operate in the market (Belz & Binder, 2017). In this 

regard, a special interest has been on why some individuals are willing to act on recognized 

opportunities and start a sustainable enterprise and potentially become catalysts for sustainable 

development (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011; Vuorio et al., 2018; York & Venkataraman, 2010). A 

similar interest has been put on how they manage to successfully deal with tensions between their 

goals while integrating sustainability and profitability (Jay, 2013; Siegner et al., 2018). However, it 

remains unclear which particular individual-level factors contribute to the interest of individuals to 

become sustainable entrepreneurs and influence their cognitive evaluation in this regard. At the 

same time, it is similarly unclear which factors benefit sustainable entrepreneurs when cognitively 

managing the aforementioned conflicts between their economic and sustainability goals. The closer 

investigation of the individual role could also complement other research on the organizational- 

and institutional-level through creating practical insights for practitioners (e.g. incubators and 

accelerators) or educators alike through shedding a light on which cognitive abilities should be 

addressed in both settings. In the following section, I will take an individual-level perspective and 

give an overview of the individual-level factors determining cognition related to sustainable 

entrepreneurial activity, which have been discussed in the literature so far. 
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1.3 Sustainable entrepreneurial cognition 

1.3.1 The relevance of individual-level factors to understand sustainable entrepreneurial 
cognition and behavior 

The Brundlandt commission’s definition of sustainable development includes equity on two levels, 

namely intra-generational equity (i.e. development that meets the needs of the present) and inter-

generational equity (i.e. development that meets the needs of future generations) (Arnocky et al., 

2014). Especially the latter has drawn criticism as it is difficult to determine the needs of future 

generations and we can eventually only extrapolate the future through the present (Lans, Blok & 

Wesselink, 2014). This criticism supports the argument that it is not enough for sustainable 

entrepreneurs to obtain knowledge about the present state and functioning of the socio-economic 

system and the complexities thereof (Rockström et al., 2009; Wiek et al., 2011), but also how these 

systems ought to be developed for future generations (Ploum, 2018). Therefore, entrepreneurial 

action for sustainable development goes beyond a descriptive view on socio-economic systems. It 

rather takes on a normative character of how enterprises ought to contribute to the sustainable 

development of the socio-economic system in order to (re-)arrange it for present generations and 

preserve it for future ones (Ploum, 2018). The normative character has two implications for this 

dissertation. First, sustainable entrepreneurs have to depict a strong future orientation, which we 

define in accordance with Trommsdorff (1983) on a cognitive and motivational level. On a 

cognitive level, future oriented individuals extend personal considerations into the future, which 

includes the future consequences of their behavior. This is closely related to motivational aspects, 

where behavior and its consequences is extended into the future to satisfy anticipated needs 

(Trommsdorff, 1983). Second, related to that, sustainable entrepreneurs can be expected to draw 

upon their personal values which guide their normative thinking and sensemaking of how the 

socio-economic systems ought to look like in the future (Muñoz, 2018). Sustainable 

entrepreneurship is therefore often called a value laden concept. If we understand a value as “a 

desirable transsituational goal varying in importance, which serves as a guiding principle in the life of a person” 

(Schwartz, 1992, p. 21), we can expect sustainable entrepreneurs to draw both upon self-

transcending values, related to improving environmental resilience and social equity, as well as self-

enhancing values, related to sustaining or improving economic health (Vuorio et al., 2018). Notably, 

self-transcending values correspond to sustainability goals while self-enhancing values prioritize 

economic goals. Similar to the two types of goals, also self-transcending and self-enhancing values 

are typically not seen as congruent, but rather contradicting themselves (Schwartz, 1992). However, 

within sustainable entrepreneurs we can expect that both types of values could potentially co-exist 

because while sustainable entrepreneurs try to contribute to sustainable development they also try 

to economically profit from this contribution (Vuorio et al., 2018). Accordingly, both types of 

values will also ultimately contribute to whether an individual will find it desirable to actually act 

upon the responsibility they might feel when recognizing opportunities for entrepreneurial action 

related to sustainable development (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). Accordingly, values as guiding 

principles in life also partly determine why individuals develop positive attitudes and intentions to 
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become sustainable entrepreneurially active (Vuorio et al., 2018). This is particularly important 

because intentions are typically seen as the single best predictor of behavior (Ajzen, 1991) and often 

used in entrepreneurship research to explain why some individuals become entrepreneurially active 

and others do not (Krueger, 1993).  

At the same time values also play a role in the knowledge acquisition and skills as well as 

competencies development of sustainable entrepreneurs, which determine to what extent an 

individual feels running a sustainable enterprise would be feasible for them (Vuorio et al., 2018). 

More specifically, values tend to guide to which information individuals attend to and which 

information they deem important and define as goals to aspire (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007). 

Therefore, values serve an important function in this regard because which information we deem 

important also determines how and where we acquire knowledge. Accordingly, Patzelt & Shepherd 

(2011) argue that sustainable entrepreneurs have to possess specific knowledge about the natural 

and communal environment in order to recognize opportunities to start an enterprise furthering 

sustainable development. Svanström et al. (2008) similarly conclude that change agents for 

sustainability have to possess the relevant knowledge of social, economic and environmental issues 

related to sustainable development. All this indicates that researchers should have a special focus 

on both values and future orientation as individual-level factors determining sustainable 

entrepreneurial cognition. Both factors could therefore also provide insights on the intent, success 

and motivational cognition of individual behavior related to sustainable entrepreneurship.  

Individual sensemaking, assessment and judgement are especially important when responding to 

tensions which might surface within the process of balancing the triple bottom line (Blok, 2018; 

Bogner & Barr, 2000; Child, 2020; Hodgkinson & Johnson, 1994; Kaplan, 2008; Hahn et al., 2014). 

As discussed in the introducing section 1.1, these tensions are not only confined to possible goal 

conflicts between social equity, economic health and environmental resilience, but also include the 

polarization of different time frames (Muñoz, 2018) or navigation of different institutional logics 

(Pacheco et al., 2010). The following section will discuss how sustainable entrepreneurs might 

perceive these potential tensions and how this perception might influence an individual’s cognitive 

strategies to respond to these tensions. 

 

1.3.2 Sustainable entrepreneurial cognition and goal conflicts 

From research on social entrepreneurship, corporate sustainability and hybrid organizations we 

know that if an organization defines multiple goals in its value proposition this almost inevitably 

leads to tensions between these goals, where reaching one goal is at odds with the other (Siegner 

& et al., 2018; Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015). The cognitive perception of these tensions and 

resulting individual and organizational management strategies have been identified as an important 

antecedent of successfully addressing and potentially resolving said tensions (Lewis, 2000; Miron-

Spektor et al., 2018). In this regard, van der Byl & Slawinski (2015) identified the main lenses that 

scholars have used to look at the cognitive perception of tensions. The first and initially most 
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dominant one is the win-win lens. This approach tries to achieve alignment or blending between 

economic and sustainability goals. This is reflected in common approaches and concepts within 

corporate sustainability literature such as corporate social responsibility and shared value (Porter & 

Kramer, 2011). Initially, earlier scholars in sustainable entrepreneurship research such as Cohen & 

Winn (2007) also used this lens to explain the re-conceptualization of entrepreneurship as actually 

being a driving force for sustainable development. In this regard, the focus has especially been on 

the individual, who, through her entrepreneurial ingenuity, can potentially balance sustainable and 

financial objectives to generate blended value (Weerawardena & Mort, 2006). In this line of 

research, the entrepreneurial ingenuity comes from the extraordinary ability of individuals to 

combine conflicting cognitive attributes such as an “ethical fiber and result orientation” or “vision and 

pragmatism” (Nicholls, 2010, p. 621) and to combine a utilitarian and normative mindset (Siegner et 

al., 2018; Wry & York, 2017). However, it has become more and more apparent that in the case of 

sustainable entrepreneurship, with sustainability at the core of the enterprise, a win-win lens might 

be insufficient as it ignores a myriad of possible tensions, not only between economic and 

social/environmental goals but also between social or environmental goals (Siegner et al., 2018). 

In contrast to this view, the second lens, a trade-off lens, follows the logic of contingency theory 

and sees economic gains as contradictory to sustainability goals (Hahn, Figge, Pinkse & Preuss, 

2010). Assuming that organizations are most efficient when they align internal goals and external 

demands, contingency theory argues that organizations have to choose between competing 

demands contingent on the external demand they are facing (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Through this 

logic contingency theory implicitly poses the question “What opposing option Y or Z is better 

under the given conditions?” (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Hence, when trying to achieve both goals, 

firms have to make trade-offs, which are defined as “an exchange of one thing in return for another: 

especially relinquishment of one benefit or advantage for another regarded as more desirable” (Angus-Leppan, 

Benn, & Young, 2010 p. 231). On a cognitive level, research has argued that viewing the 

relationship between sustainability and profitability as a trade-off results in a specific cognitive 

frame called a business case frame (Hahn et al., 2014). Cognitive frames in general serve as a “mental 

template that individuals impose on an information environment to give it form and meaning” (Walsh, 1995, p. 

281). In a business case frame individuals are driven by an alignment logic which puts the financial 

element first (Hahn et al., 2014). By that logic, social and environmental goals are only integrated 

into the enterprise as long as they do not harm the economic goals (Anderson & Bateman, 2000; 

Byrch et al., 2007; Hahn et al., 2014). This soft option of sustainability integration into the 

enterprise relates this frame to the business case argument for sustainability (Carroll & Shabana, 

2010). As a consequence, a business case frame gives the entrepreneur clear guidance on how to 

respond to complex sustainability issues because they simply have to ask themselves “is it worth it 

financially speaking?” (Hahn et al., 2014). The trade-off lens and its related cognitive frames, 

however, do not appeal to sustainable entrepreneurship research. Sustainable entrepreneurs by 

definition have to view sustainability and economic goals as more integrated, complex and holistic 

(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011) than a trade-off lens would allow. Furthermore, applying such a 
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business case frame clearly links to mission drift, which is observed in organizations with multiple 

goals who are pressured to make a decision between these goals and end up abandoning their 

sustainability goals (Cornforth, 2014). Even if the prioritization of economic profits over 

sustainability is only temporary, the risk is to lose focus of the sustainability goals and to singularly 

focus on economic profitability and through that experience such mission drift (Battilana & 

Dorado, 2010). 

To respond to the actual complexity of multiple, integrated goals, a paradox lens has emerged in 

the last years, which describes situations in which elements such as different goals are interrelated, 

but contradictory (Lewis, 2000). By themselves these elements seem logical, however when they 

are intertwined they might become irrational. Research has shown that a paradoxical approach can 

help to manage tensions such as between sustainability and economic goals through sensemaking 

via a paradoxical cognitive frame (Jay, 2013; Hahn, et al., 2014) or through specific cognitive 

strategies such as integration, separation or acceptance (Smith, Besharov, Wessels & Chertok, 

2012), which will be discussed in section 1.3.4. Before that, I will first discuss the foundations of 

the paradox lens in the following section, including its philosophical underpinnings and how the 

paradox lens relates to other concepts such as tensions, contradictions, dualism/duality and 

dialectics. 

 

1.3.3 (Philosophical) foundations of paradox 

The concept of paradox includes, but is distinct from, concepts such as tensions, contradictions 

and dialectics. It is therefore worthwhile to first delineate these three concepts to provide more 

clarity, before going into a deeper discussion on paradox theory (Putnam, Fairhurst & Banghart, 

2016). Tensions are a state of emotional feelings experienced when individuals in organizations 

encounter contradicting elements, dilemmas or incompatibilities. When confronted with tensions 

individuals can accordingly feel frustration, stress, anxiety, uncertainty, blockage or even paralysis 

(Fairhurst & Putnam, 2014; Lewis, 2000; Putnam et al., 2016; Smith & Berg, 1987; Smith & Lewis, 

2011). Tensions therefore form the basis of contradictions, dialectics and paradoxes. Accordingly, 

research has focused on how individuals in organizations experience, feel or cognitively process 

these tension (Miron-Spektor, 2018; Putnam et al., 2016). Contradictions, in turn are “polar opposites 

that are interdependent, define each other, and can potentially negate each other” (Putnam et al., 2016, p. 74). 

Typically in organizational literature, contradictions are understood as two sides of the same coin. 

Therefore, contradictions include both dualisms (i.e. bipolar opposites) and dualities (i.e. 

interdependent opposites). Contradictions are dualisms because of the opposing nature of the 

contradicting elements (Bisel, 2009; Nasim & Sushil, 2011), which are at the same time dualities 

because the opposing elements define each other (Putnam et al., 2016; Raisch & Birkshaw, 2008). 

However, contradictions go further than dualisms or dualities because the interdependent polar 

opposites can negate each other. Contradictions are therefore at the heart of paradoxes. Lastly, 

building on contradictions, dialectics describe the unity of opposites or the dynamic interplay of 
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opposing poles implicating each other (Putnam et al., 2016; Bledow et al., 2009; Carlo, Lyytinnen 

& Boland, 2012). Generally, organizational research builds upon the dialectics term as coined by 

Hegel’s (1977) work on the natural conflict of elements (i.e. thesis and antithesis) and the logical 

process which levers a resolution (i.e. synthesis; Benson, 1977; Cunha, Clegg & Cunha, 2002; Schad, 

Lewis & Smith, 2019; Seo & Creed, 2002). This leads to a dynamic interplay, where tensions (i.e. 

thesis and antithesis) “emerge and evolve, dissolve or reproduce themselves” (Langley & Sloan, 2011, p. 262). 

Paradox research builds upon these philosophical insights of tensions, contradictions, including 

dualism/duality as well as dialectics, to describe paradoxes as contradicting, yet interrelated 

elements, which persist over time (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Hence, the elements of a 

paradox might seem to be distinct and independent but in reality they are intertwined and through 

their relationship build a “web of eternal mutuality” (Schad et al., 2016, p. 6). Ontologically speaking, 

the opposing elements are therefore also inseparable and cannot be studied without the other 

(Smith & Graetz, 2006). This definition gives two key characteristics of paradoxes, namely 

contradiction and interdependence, which emphasizes that paradox research indeed fuses insights 

from contradictions and duality. However, the element of persistency distinguishes paradoxes 

(Smith & Lewis, 2011). Through this persistency, paradoxes can become irrational or even absurd 

as they create situations of almost impossible choice (Putnam et al., 2016). So while the relationship 

between the opposing elements is dynamic and focus can shift between the core, tensions between 

the elements remain and resist resolution (Schad et al., 2016). However, within a paradox 

framework solutions are possible, which then renders the underlying tension obsolete (Schad et al., 

2016). This approach then also distinguishes paradoxes from dialectics, where a synthesis 

automatically draws a new antithesis and leads to a new cycle of opposing elements (Clegg, 2002; 

Langley & Sloan, 2011; Schad et al., 2016).  

Given these general principles and characteristics, paradox theory has been used to aid the study 

and management of tensions within organization (Lewis & Smith, 2014). Paradoxes as I understand 

them in this thesis are therefore social paradoxes, which “are about a real world subject to its temporal 

and spatial constraints” (Poole & Van de Veen, 1989, p. 565). They are accordingly distinct from 

theoretical paradoxes (e.g. the liars paradox), which exist in time-less abstract thought only. 

Ontologically speaking, the fact that we are dealing with social paradoxes raises the question 

whether these are inherent to organizing or socially constructed (Clegg, 2002; Putnam et al., 2016; 

Schad et al., 2016). The former view states that paradoxes are “out there” irrespective of the 

individuals recognition (e.g. Cameron & Quinn, 1988; Schad & Bansal, 2018). Paradoxes can 

therefore be latent (or dormant) and re-surface from time to time (Jay, 2013). The latter view, in 

contrast, argues that paradoxes are actually socially constructed through experiences and human 

cognition (Putnam et al., 2016). Individuals have to therefore recognize them and make them 

salient (Hahn & Knight, in press; Jay, 2013). I, however, follow the view from Smith & Lewis 

(2011) that paradoxes are both: they are an inherent fact to organizing and socially constructed, 

which helps explain why some individuals are better able to recognize and cognitively process 

paradoxes than others (Hahn & Knight, in press; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). In the following 
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paragraph, I will discuss more deeply how a paradox lens can be useful to describe goal conflicts 

in sustainable entrepreneurship. 

 

1.3.4 A paradox lens as a tool to describe goal conflict in sustainable entrepreneurship 

Previous research argues that hybrid organizations, such as sustainable enterprises, are inherently 

paradoxical due to their premise of combining both economic and non-economic goals (Battilana 

et al., 2015; Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Hahn & Knight, in press; Jay, 2013; Mair, Mayer & Lutz, 

2015). More specifically, this line of research argues that paradoxical tensions are inevitable because 

of the competing demands the different goals constitute to the organization (Siegner et al., 2018). 

These competing demands manifest in three ways. First, sustainable enterprises cater to a diverse 

set of stakeholders in the social, environmental and economic sphere and their demands towards 

the sustainable enterprise are not necessarily congruent (Dean & McMullen, 2007; Shepherd & 

Patzelt, 2011). Previous research has found that these stakeholders have competing demands 

concerning financial performance versus social/environmental value added (Ebrahim, Battilana & 

Mair, 2014; Santos, Pache & Birkholz, 2015) and that social performance can be detrimental to 

financial performance, which corroborates the hypothesis that these two types of performances 

can be in a paradoxical relationship (Battilana et al., 2015). Second, sustainable entrepreneurs 

pursue goals, whose time-frames are often conflicting (Slawinski & Bansal, 2015). While economic 

success is often short-termed, social and environmental goals can often only be reached in the long-

term. This requires individuals to polarize the opposing time frames of their goals (Slawinski & 

Bansal, 2015), which demands them to be both attentive to the immediate as well as future 

consequences of their behavior at the same time (Strathman, Gleicher, Boninger & Edwards, 1994). 

Third, sustainability and economic profitability often underlie different cultural and institutional 

narratives, where both concepts are seen as antonyms (Pacheco et al., 2010). Thinking in antonyms 

has been identified as one of the cognitive sources for individuals to experience opposing demands 

as paradoxical (Westenholz, 1993) and different cultural and institutional factors can indeed pose 

barriers towards sustainable entrepreneurial success (Pinkse & de Groot, 2015). 

In response to these competing demands, research has identified three strategies, which could help 

sustainable enterprises to respond to paradoxical tensions: integration, separation (Smith et al., 

2013) and acceptance (Cornforth, 2014; Ramus & Vaccaro, 2017). Integration describes the finding 

of creative solutions to integrate both sustainable and economic goals (Battilana et al., 2015; Smith 

et al., 2012). Such a synthesis means looking for synergies and possible integrations of sustainability 

goals and economic profitability in order to accommodate these opposing poles (Smith et al., 2013). 

Related to this, Bednarek et al. (2017, p. 77) show how transcendence (i.e. “the ability to view both 

poles of the paradox as necessary and complementary”) can be cognitively established through rhetorical 

practices. These examples show that while paradoxes might be inherent to sustainable enterprises, 

through social constructivist approaches, individuals can find solutions to these (Smith & Lewis, 

2011). Separation, in turn, describes either the spatial or temporal separation of the competing 
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demands (Poole & Van de Veen, 1989). The former is done through, for example, splitting off the 

sustainability and profitability part of the enterprise into different staff sections (Battilana et al., 

2015). This is, however, often not a workable solution for sustainable enterprises because they are 

most likely neither in their start-up nor in their scale-up phase large enough to separate the two 

goals. And in later development phases they may not desire to do so because they integrate 

sustainability and economic goals already in the core, rather than the periphery of the company 

(Thompson, 1967). Additionally, separation bears the danger of mission drift, because parts of the 

company might lose sight of the mission (i.e. sustainability goals) (Cornforth, 2014). Temporal 

separation, in turn, describes dealing with inconsistent or competing demands consecutively (Smith 

& Lewis, 2011). This can be done through constantly oscillating between mission and economic 

operations (Jay, 2013). Temporal separation, however, requires strong forecasting and backward 

induction abilities (Hahn & Knight, in press) as well as future orientation (Slawinski & Bansal, 

2015) to, again; avoid mission drift. Slawinski & Bansal (2015) show that temporal polarization is 

possible through embracement strategies, where enterprises see conflicting time perspectives of 

their sustainability and economic goals as integrated. Lastly, acceptance is a more passive temporal 

separation strategy, where organizations with multiple goals decide to live with paradoxical tensions 

and consciously do not take any attempts in solving them in order to avoid mission drift 

(Cornforth, 2014; Ramus & Vaccaro, 2017; Siegner et al., 2018).  

Based on the aforementioned research we can therefore deduce that paradox theory gives an 

appropriate theoretical foundation to study the inherent tensions within sustainable 

entrepreneurship. However, how sustainable entrepreneurs use cognitive strategies to deal with 

these paradoxes and which individual-level factors might benefit them in doing so remains 

understudied. In the following section, I will discuss these research gaps and related research aims 

of this dissertation by relating these to the theory presented in the previous sections. 

 

1.4 Problem statement and research aim 

While there are a multitude of definitions of sustainable entrepreneurship, many scholars agree that 

sustainable entrepreneurs balance the triple-bottom-line in order to solve a sustainability problem 

by means of pursuing a business opportunity (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). However, how this 

balancing of social, environmental and economic values takes form within the sustainable 

entrepreneurial process remains unclear (Belz & Binder, 2017) and some have therefore called the 

concept of sustainable entrepreneurship a black box (Gibbs, 2009). As we established in the 

previous section(s), sustainable entrepreneurs can be expected to operate in a highly complex and 

therefore cognitively challenging environment, where the opposing demands of different 

stakeholders (Ebrahim et al., 2014), opposing time frames (Slawinski & Bansal, 2015) and 

institutional logics (Pacheco et al., 2010) require a high cognitive processing load (Hahn et al., 

2014). However, precisely how sustainable entrepreneurs cognitively manage these complexities 

and opposing demands and how individuals cognitively evaluate the possibility of becoming a 
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sustainable entrepreneur as desirable or feasible, remains an understudied area of research (Hahn 

et al., 2014; Siegner et al., 2018, Vuorio et al., 2018). We still do not fully understand why some 

individuals are both better equipped and more willing to navigate these demands than others 

(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011; Muñoz, 2018). In this dissertation, I therefore focus on individual-level 

factors such as values and future orientation and how they benefit individuals in developing 

sustainable entrepreneurial cognition, which can help understand how individuals make sense of, 

assess and judge specific situations within the sustainable entrepreneurial process. They can also 

help understand why some individuals are more likely to develop intentions to become sustainable 

entrepreneurs (Vuorio et al., 2018). Through that, I am also answering the call for more research 

on the micro-foundations of sustainable entrepreneurship in order to understand how individual-

level factors contribute to the sustainable entrepreneurial process (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). 

The value of such a more micro-foundational, cognitive view on sustainable entrepreneurship for 

the corresponding literature is three-fold: First, focusing on the very beginning of the sustainable 

entrepreneurial process, taking a cognitive view on the inherent complexities of sustainable 

entrepreneurship can help explain why some individuals are willing to act on sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunities while others are not (Patzelt & Shepherd, 2011; Shepherd & Patzelt, 

2011; Vuorio et al., 2018). In this regard, individual-level factors such as values and future 

orientation can also help explain the process of cognitively evaluating becoming a sustainable 

entrepreneur as both desirable and feasible. This is a very timely and relevant research topic because 

the global entrepreneurship monitor reports that only 3.6% of the adult population are being active 

in starting and 3.7% in established enterprises with goals beyond economic profitability. These 

percentages are also relatively stable in comparison to the last report in 2009 (Global 

Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2016). However, the low percentages of sustainable enterprises and the 

nascent nature of the phenomenon also mean that individuals are subject to considerably lower 

sustainable entrepreneurial exposure. This is problematic because individuals subject to sustainable 

entrepreneurial exposure have a higher likelihood to develop intentions to start a sustainable firm 

through higher awareness, self-efficacy and more positive attitudes towards self-employment 

(Liñán, 2004; Westhead et al., 2005). Hence, it is very important to take a closer look at how to 

pro-actively stimulate sustainable entrepreneurial intentions in order to increase sustainable 

entrepreneurial exposure in the future (Vuorio et al., 2018).  

In this regard, it is especially interesting which individual-level variables might help to give 

individuals the feeling that it is both desirable and feasible to start a sustainable enterprise (Krueger, 

1993). Especially, the willingness to consider all three of the triple bottom line values 

simultaneously can lead to the possible conflicts and trade-offs discussed in the previous sections. 

Solving these trade-offs in favor of sustainable development might not be desirable or even feasible 

for some individuals as they lead to increased complexity in the set-up of sustainable firms (Belz & 

Binder, 2017). Individual-level psychological antecedents such as values as well as future orientation 

and related cognitive processes could help understand how these trade-offs and complexities are 
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cognitively evaluated by individuals who develop intentions to become a sustainable entrepreneur. 

Chapters 2 and 3 address this research problem. 

Second, engaging in sustainable entrepreneurship arguably involves many future oriented cognitive 

processes (Hahn et al., 2014). Sustainable development requires pursuing inter-generational equity 

(Arnocky et al., 2014). Sustainable entrepreneurs, therefore, have to be able to envision the needs 

of future generations, which requires foresighted respectively forward thinking (Grégoire et al., 

2015; Muñoz, 2018). At the same time they have to be able to envision the future consequences of 

their personal as well as firm actions on the wider system they are operating in (Strathman et al., 

1994). This is especially important for the design process of the sustainable enterprise because the 

individual needs a normative vision on how she will (positively) influence the natural, social and 

economic system through her enterprise (Wry & York, 2011). However, where this future 

orientation and ability to consider future consequences of personal behavior stems from and how 

it influences the desirability and feasibility to start a sustainable enterprise is largely unknown to 

date (Muñoz, 2018). Chapters 2 and 3 therefore address this research problem.  

Along the same lines, research has argued that in later stages of the sustainable entrepreneurial 

process managing paradoxical tensions in established sustainable enterprises also requires future-

oriented cognitive abilities such as forecasting and backward induction (i.e. reasoning backwards 

in time) with related behavioral approaches such as roadmapping or scenario planning (Hahn & 

Knight, in press). Considering the complex decision environment of sustainable entrepreneurs, 

individuals with these abilities could be better equipped to plan for multiple scenario and act more 

quickly once opportunities arise to respond to paradoxes (Hahn & Knight, in press). However, at 

this point we do not know how sustainable entrepreneurs use these future-oriented cognitive 

abilities to deal with paradoxical tensions and for which cognitive strategies (e.g. acceptance or 

embracement) these abilities might be helpful. Chapters 4 and 5 therefore study this research 

problem. 

Third, a common theme within the sustainable entrepreneurship literature is how organizations as 

well as individual entrepreneurs manage possible tensions between their triple-bottom-line goals 

(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011; Muñoz, 2018; Hahn et al., 2014; Hahn et al., 2015). While related 

literature streams on social entrepreneurship or hybrid organizations have increasingly employed a 

cognitive and especially a paradox lens to describe these tensions, research on sustainable 

entrepreneurship using both lenses is scarce. Sustainable entrepreneurs, as decision makers and 

leaders within their companies, take a special role in the management of these tensions as they have 

to juxtapose their sustainable and economic goals both in the daily business as well as long-term 

strategic efforts (Hahn et al., 2014). It is therefore paramount to understand how sustainable 

entrepreneurs are able to cognitively manage paradoxical tensions to ensure sustainable 

entrepreneurial success and avoid problems such as mission drift (Cornforth, 2014). First steps 

have been made to describe that sustainable entrepreneurs do indeed use acceptance strategies 

when confronted with paradoxes (Siegner et al., 2018). However, how they are able to accept a 
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situation as paradoxical and which individual-level factors might help them to do so remains 

unclear. Similarly, we do not know whether acceptance strategies are the only ones used and when 

a specific cognitive strategy might be used best. Chapters 4 and 5 cover this research problem. 

To address these research problems I use a mixed-methods approach. Considering that sustainable 

entrepreneurship as a concept has sometimes been called a black box (Gibbs, 2009) and that 

sustainable entrepreneurs operate in a highly complex decision environment, approaching the 

research phenomena I am looking at using a singular methodology would not do justice to said 

complexity. Furthermore, a mixed-methods approach allows on the one hand for triangulation and 

on the other hand provides higher flexibility to fit the methodology to the inductive and deductive 

development stage of the concepts in the respective studies. Both triangulation and methodological 

flexibility allow for a more holistic approach to the research problems, which increases validity 

(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011; Shepherd et al., 2015). In the following section, I will give an outline of 

the empirical chapters of this dissertation and discuss their related sub-questions. 

 

1.5 Outline of this dissertation 

The chapters of this dissertation are written under the umbrella of the main research question What 

role does cognition play in the individual ability to manage goal conflicts within the sustainable entrepreneurial 

process?. They are therefore interrelated in terms of concepts, empirics and theory. However, they 

are written as individual chapters in a paper format. These can be read independently or 

chronologically. Due to this dual nature of the chapters, there might be some overlap in the text in 

terms of terminology and paragraphs, which helps to support the flow of reading for individual 

chapters. Furthermore, I will mostly use the term I in the introduction and conclusion and We in 

the empirical chapter, which reflects their cooperative effort. 

The chapters are split into two interrelated sections. Chapters 2 and 3 cover how individual-level 

and other psychological variables influence cognitive evaluations of goal conflicts in the beginning 

of the sustainable entrepreneurial process. Cognitive evaluations of the feasibility and desirability 

to perform a certain behavior determine whether individuals develop intentions to do so (Ajzen, 

1991; Krueger, 1993). In the context of sustainable entrepreneurship, we can expect that individual-

level factors such as values and future orientation determine whether individuals find it both 

desirable and feasible to contribute to sustainable development in terms of intra- as well as inter-

generational equity (Muñoz, 2018; Vuorio et al., 2018). These chapters therefore help explain which 

variables explain individual variation in the intention formation to start a sustainable enterprise and 

help answer the sub-question What role do individual-level factors play in the cognitive evaluation process of 

potential sustainable entrepreneurs? 

Chapters 4 and 5 build upon the findings of the previous two chapters and study how values and 

related future oriented cognitive processes relate to the goal conflict management within the 

process of sustainable entrepreneurial venturing. These chapters specifically use a paradox lens to 
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see how sustainable entrepreneurs cognitively approach and manage goal conflicts, which might 

seem persistent and irrational to them (Hahn et al., 2014; Siegner et al., 2018; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Such a view is important as it can help develop insights to support nascent sustainable 

entrepreneurs to navigate possible goal conflicts and through that help prevent mission drift 

(Cornforth, 2014). These two chapters are especially closely linked. Chapter 4 uses an exploratory 

interview study design to inform an experimental study, which is reported in Chapter 5. Both 

chapters therefore collectively answer the second sub-question What role do individual-level factors play 

in the ability of sustainable entrepreneurs to develop cognitive strategies in response to goal conflicts? In the 

following, I will give an overview of each empirical chapter in particular. 

Chapter 2, entitled The Influence of the Big Five Personality Traits on Consideration of Future Consequences, 

uses the Big Five taxonomy, which is the most accepted personality taxonomy in the field (Gosling, 

Rentfrow & Swann, 2003), to look at to what extend stable personality traits can explain individual 

variation within consideration of future consequences (CFC). CFC is an important 

conceptualization of future orientation which can help to assess the individual ability to picture the 

needs of future generation in order to achieve inter-generational equity. In this regard, individuals 

might differ in the way they consider future consequences of their behavior. However, which 

variables constitute these differences is still largely unexplored. In this chapter, we therefore aimed 

at determining the influence of personality as a source of such differences. More specifically, we 

use the Big Five personality taxonomy to explain individual differences in consideration of future 

consequences (CFC). On a methodological note, we test contested factor structures for CFC in a 

large, extra-mural sample, while at the same time reporting on the personality trait and CFC stability 

over 10 years. We draw upon a large-scale, representative Dutch panel with longitudinal data for 

3,444 individuals, collected between 2005 and 2015. The data is analyzed using a two-step 

approach: after clarifying the CFC factor structure, we employ two-way generalized least-squares 

Mundlak fixed effects models to test our hypotheses. We find that especially conscientiousness (i.e. 

an individual’s tendency to be organized, dutiful and self-controlled) positively and extraversion 

(i.e. an individual’s tendency to be outgoing, assertive and draw energy from social interaction) 

negatively influence individual scores in CFC.  

Chapter 3, entitled The Impact of Values and Future Orientation on Intention Formation within Sustainable 

Entrepreneurship, integrates value theory (Schwartz, 1992) and consideration of future consequences 

(Strathman et al., 1994) into the theory of planned behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991) to look at 

sustainable entrepreneurial intentions. TPB is a well-established theory which posits that behavior 

is directly predicted by intentions, and intentions by attitudes(i.e. desirability of the behavior), 

subjective norm (i.e. the extent to which an individual beliefs friends or family would approve of 

becoming a sustainable entrepreneur) and perceived behavioral control (i.e. to what extent an 

individual perceives it to be personally feasible to become a sustainable entrepreneur). 

Entrepreneurial activity is typically understood as intentionally planned behavior instead of 

individuals reacting to external stimuli (Krueger, 1993), meaning the TPB could be useful to 

understand the process of sustainable entrepreneurial intention formation (Vuorio et al., 2018). 
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However, despite intentions being identified as one of the main drivers of sustainable 

entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and ultimately activity, research has not given an 

explanation of how the inherent complexities of generating social, environmental and economic 

value while at the same time considering the needs of future generations might influence the 

intention formation process of sustainable entrepreneurs. The aim of this chapter is therefore to 

investigate the impact values and future orientation have on said intention formation process. This 

chapter uses an adapted model of the theory of planned behavior which incorporates both values 

and CFC to adequately consider the inherent complexities of generating social, environmental and 

economic value. The model is tested using survey data of 407 students, which was collected within 

two European countries. We employed a sample from a student population because it is necessary 

not only to measure sustainable entrepreneurial intention before actual behavior occurred but also 

to include individuals without intentions to start a (sustainable) enterprise (Krueger et al., 2000). 

The empirical results highlight the importance of self-transcending values and future orientation in 

order to understand attitudes towards sustainable entrepreneurship. Attitudes towards sustainable 

entrepreneurship and perceived behavioral control, in turn, have a positive influence on the 

intention to become a sustainable entrepreneur. On a practical note, the results suggest that 

intention stimulation might be achieved through value activation strategies to positively influence 

attitudes towards sustainable entrepreneurship. Governmental programs could indirectly help 

strengthening perceived behavioral control through creating awareness and incentives for the 

founding of sustainable enterprises. 

Chapter 4, entitled Cognitive Strategies to Resolve Paradoxical Tensions in Sustainable Enterprises, uses a 

paradox lens to look at which cognitive strategies sustainable entrepreneurs use when they are 

confronted with paradoxical tensions. For sustainable enterprises paradoxical tensions, due to their 

goal plurality of reaching sustainable and economic goals, are almost inevitable. Accumulating 

research has looked at the organizational implications and management strategies of these 

paradoxical tensions. However, these organizational-level studies are often missing the micro-

foundations of individual management strategies. In response, we take an individual approach to 

the cognitive strategies sustainable entrepreneurs use to deal with tensions in their enterprises. 

Using qualitative methods, we gathered insights from 20 sustainable enterprises in the two sectors 

of agriculture/food production and renewable energy. We further sampled from sustainable 

enterprises in different development stages (i.e. start-up, scale-up and maturity) to capture various 

potential growth related dynamics, which helps to increase validity as well as generalizability of our 

study. We identified two distinct cognitive strategies: embracing the paradox through cognitive 

framing and accepting the paradox through external attribution. For the former strategy sustainable 

entrepreneurs typically employ roadmapping techniques which help them to plan scenarios. We 

also show that mission confidence – personal beliefs about the desirability and feasibility of 

successfully reaching the mission using business logics – can help sustainable entrepreneurs to 

successfully implement both strategies.  
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Chapter 5, entitled The paradox of sustainability and profitability: mission confidence and paradoxical mindset, 

uses the insights from Chapter 4 and looks at how mission confidence influences an individual’s 

paradoxical mindset. More specifically, sustainable entrepreneurs often experience that balancing 

the triple-bottom-line can lead to tensions between their social/environmental goals (i.e. their 

mission) and economic goals. Through employing a paradox lens, previous research has shown 

that dealing with these tensions potentially requires a paradoxical mindset (i.e. the ability to 

juxtapose contradicting elements). Focusing on sustainable entrepreneurs in specific, Chapter 4 has 

highlighted that especially the personal belief about the feasibility of successfully reaching the 

mission using business logics (i.e. mission confidence) could determine their ability to employ a 

paradoxical mindset. Building up on these findings, we therefore primed mission confidence in a 

two-way randomized controlled trial to experimentally test the causal relationship between mission 

confidence and paradox mindset. We developed the scenario as well as priming manipulation 

alongside a sustainable entrepreneur, with the aim to increase validity of the experiment. We opted 

for student participants because sampling from sustainable entrepreneurs might bias results, as they 

can be expected to regularly face situations where they have to juxtapose sustainability and 

profitability and could therefore have developed heuristics to deal with these situations which might 

confound the manipulation The participants were confronted with a scenario which described a 

paradoxical tension. To prime mission confidence we used a roadmapping task based on the results 

of the previous chapter. The results of our experiment show that mission confidence indeed 

positively increases paradoxical mindset. We further find that strong self-transcending values (i.e. 

biospherism and altruism) and low to moderate egoistic values as well as moderately high hedonic 

values moderate this relationship.  

Chapter 6 concludes this dissertation. This chapter gives an overview of the main conclusions, 

integrates and discusses the results of the different empirical chapters and reviews limitations as 

well as implications for future research. Table 1.1 gives an overview of the chapters.  
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Table 1.1 Chapter overview 

Chapter Title Research Question Methodology 

2. The Influence of the Big Five 

Personality Traits on 

Consideration of Future 

Consequences 

What is the influence of the Big Five 

personality traits on consideration of 

future consequences? 

Longitudinal regression study 

using a large panel data set 

3. The Impact of Values and 

Future Orientation on Intention 

Formation within Sustainable 

Entrepreneurship 

What is the influence of values and 

future orientation on intention 

formation in sustainable 

entrepreneurship 

Structural equation modeling 

using survey data 

4. Cognitive Strategies to Resolve 

Paradoxical Tensions in 

Sustainable Enterprises 

How do sustainable entrepreneurs 

cognitively manage tensions arising 

between economic, social and 

environmental goals? 

Structured coding process using 

interview and secondary data 

5. The paradox of sustainability 

and profitability: mission 

confidence and paradoxical 

mindset 

What is the influence of mission 

confidence on paradoxical mindset? 

Hierarchical regressions using 

experimental data 
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