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Abstract 

Sustainable entrepreneurs operating in protected areas face distinctive barriers that place 

additional emphasis on the need to build legitimacy. To date, how they do this has not been 

entirely explored. This paper addresses this need through an exploratory study of sustainable 

entrepreneurs in a transnational protected area. The results indicate that sustainable 

entrepreneurs in protected areas face barriers that can be broadly classified as cognition 

spanning, locale and sector related barriers. The findings highlight that a keyway sustainable 

entrepreneurs overcome these distinctive barriers is by building legitimacy, through activism. 

Activism became instrumental in building legitimacy with varied stakeholders and actors. This 

is all geared towards overcoming barriers during the sustainable entrepreneurship process. 

The findings add to existing literature on the role of legitimacy building in sustainable 

entrepreneurship by detailing the different forms of legitimacy, and how they are built through 

activism. The paper concludes with propositions about the conditions necessary for 

sustainable entrepreneurs to build legitimacy in fragile socio-ecological contexts, through 

activism. 

Keywords: sustainable entrepreneurship, protected areas, distinctive barriers, legitimacy 

building and activism, sustainable development
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4.1 Introduction 

Protected areas are internationally recognised sites for the conservation of nature and 

protection of cultural heritage. These areas are often inhabited, and face complex ecological 

challenges such as invading species, pollution the and effects of climate change (Mackey et al., 

2008); social challenges such as emigration (Salerno et al., 2013); and economic challenges 

such as decline of traditional industries resulting in unemployment and poverty (Piñeiro-

Chousa et al., 2021), concurrently. Thus, sustainable development is important for the 

continued viability of these areas. For these reason, sustainable entrepreneurship provides 

one means by which the challenges experienced in protected areas can be ameliorated. 

Sustainable entrepreneurship is defined as ‘identifying sustainability as new business 

opportunities, resulting in new and sustainable products, methods of production or ways of 

organising business processes in a sustainable way (Lans et al., 2014, p. 37)’, thus sustainable 

entrepreneurs are able to contribute to the overall sustained quality of life on this planet 

(Muñoz & Cohen, 2018b). Our study examines protected areas, and how sustainable 

entrepreneurship is successfully implemented within this complex setting. 

In protected areas, the ecological fragility of the area (Job et al., 2017), acute institutional 

interests of the local authorities and conservation organisations (Kwiatkowski et al., 2020), 

and the long-term community viability (Masud et al., 2017), contribute to the contextual 

setting in which sustainable entrepreneurs must function. Sustainable entrepreneurs require 

in-roads into largely close-knit, semi-remote local communities, incumbent businesses and 

conservation organisations, as well as political institutions situated in protected areas. These 

sociological characteristics of protected areas, coupled with its ecological fragility, underwrite 

a complex and fragile socio-ecological context, in which sustainable entrepreneurs need to 

overcome the barriers they face, and adapt the approaches they use.  

Sustainable entrepreneurs are recognised to face barriers throughout the sustainable 

entrepreneurship process. During the start of the sustainable entrepreneurship process, 

sustainable entrepreneurs may perceive market-entry and financial barriers (Hoogendoorn et 

al., 2019), at the development phase they may face institutional barriers (Gasbarro et al., 2018; 

Pacheco et al., 2010), and at the growth phase they may be limited by research and 

development capacity or finances (Caldera et al., 2019). However, a majority of previous 

studies are generalised with regards to these challenges, and do not explicitly examine the 

influence of existing socio-ecological contexts on barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship 

(Muñoz & Cohen, 2017). Sustainable entrepreneurs who engage in protected area economic 

development (Piñeiro-Chousa et al., 2021), nature conservation (Job et al., 2017) and 

community development (D. de Lange & Dodds, 2017) simultaneously, are likely to face 

barriers for establishing and growing their enterprises (Caldera et al., 2019). Protected areas 



 

82 
 

avail a fragile socio-ecological context in which to study barriers for sustainable 

entrepreneurship, and context specific approaches to overcome them. 

Studies on legitimacy postulate that it creates a ‘licence to operate’, unlocking the resources 

and networks sustainable entrepreneurs need to succeed (Riandita et al., 2021). Studies also 

indicate that there are various forms of legitimacy which are geared towards different goals 

for an entrepreneur. There is little information on how legitimacy is built and even less on 

whether there are specific goals for legitimacy building. Protected areas are characterised by 

varied actors and interests which can influence entrepreneurship (Shrivastava & Kennelly, 

2013). In addition the close-knit and institutional character of protected areas could influence 

to the approaches implemented by entrepreneurs in these areas (Argade et al., 2021). 

However, there is limited knowledge on what barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship exits 

in protected areas, and how legitimacy is operationalised, necessitating the questions: i) 

Which barriers do sustainable entrepreneurs face in fragile socio-ecological contexts? And 

ii) How do sustainable entrepreneurs overcome these barriers?  

To investigate these questions, we undertook an exploratory qualitative study of sustainable 

entrepreneurs, active in the rapidly growing tourism sector, of a transnational protected area. 

Our study identified three broad categories of barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship in 

protected areas. These are:- cognition spanning, locale, and sector related barriers. In 

addition, by mapping out the journey of how the sustainable entrepreneurs overcame the 

distinctive barriers, we provide a contextualized glimpse of key activities undertaken by 

sustainable entrepreneurs to overcome the barriers. Specifically, we highlight the role of 

legitimacy building in overcoming the barriers in a fragile socio-ecological context. These 

findings answer the call for contextualised studies of the sustainable entrepreneurship 

phenomenon which is embedded in socio-ecological systems (Muñoz & Cohen, 2017), that 

influence and are influenced by approaches applied by sustainable entrepreneurs (Argade et 

al., 2021). 

This paper is structured as follows. First, using literature, we outline a framework linking 

sustainable entrepreneurship opportunities and barriers, to legitimacy building in protected 

areas. Next, we explain the methods used for data collection and analysis. Subsequently, we 

present our findings and conclude with a discussion in which we put forward propositions 

about conditions for sustainable entrepreneurs to build legitimacy through activism.
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4.2 Literature 

4.2.1 Protected Areas 

Protected areas are defined as ‘a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated 

and managed through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long term conservation 

of nature with associated ecosystem services and cultural values (IUCN, 2015)’. This 

definition indicates  the close proximity of the interactions between man and nature resulting 

in ecosystems services and cultural values (Costanza et al., 2017). Therefore management of 

these areas have both local and global implications (Piñeiro-Chousa et al., 2021). Protected 

areas ensure preservation of biodiversity (Mackey et al., 2008), natural processes and 

resources (Angulo-Valdés & Hatcher, 2010) which are finite and fragile ecological aspects. At 

the same time they contribute to local livelihoods of the community , and host cultural heritage 

sites and values, which are fragile social aspects (Gurău & Dana, 2018). Protected areas are 

often geographically semi-remote (Masud et al., 2017), and home to:- close-knit communities 

(Kaján, 2014), incumbent conventional enterprises (Fu et al., 2019) and nature and culture 

conservation organisations (Salerno et al., 2013). Thus, protected areas are a fragile socio-

ecological context, with multiple actors and stakeholders, and an important role in nature and 

cultural heritage conservation, safe-guarded by sustainable development. 

Entrepreneurship in general, and tourism enterprises in particular, are frequently viewed as a 

necessary evil in protected areas (Swanson & DeVereaux, 2017; Whitelaw et al., 2014). These 

enterprises provide funds and activities that facilitate both conservation and economic 

prosperity of the protected area, if carried out sustainably (Piñeiro-Chousa et al., 2021). 

Although there are many policy studies on sustainable management of protected areas for 

sustainable development (Dedeke, 2017), the individual approaches, and supporting 

processes, used by sustainable entrepreneurs to implement sustainable entrepreneurship in 

this context have received less attention. 

Protected areas have complex institutional settings that combine political actors, conservation 

actors and entrepreneurs who have varied cognitions (Piñeiro-Chousa et al., 2021). The varied 

cognitions refer to the way different actors process information from their context, based on 

their prior knowledge, experiences and skills, in order to achieve their goals (Corbett & 

Hmieleski, 2007; Corbett & Montgomery, 2017). Of note is that entrepreneurial cognitions do 

not occur in isolation, but rather in competition or collaboration with cognitions of other 

actors in their context. Consequently, considering the multiple actors involved in protected 

areas, sustainable entrepreneurs need to bridge these actors’ varied cognitions in order to 

achieve their triple-bottom line (environmental, social and economic) goals.  
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Due to the important role protected areas have in nature and cultural heritage conservation, 

they are also highly regulated. These areas strive for approaches that can deliver sustainable 

development, such as sustainable entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, sustainable entrepreneurs 

in this context encounter opportunities and barriers for their approaches that are typical to 

this context, and which have not been thoroughly investigated in literature.  

4.2.2 Opportunities and barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship in protected 

areas 

Sustainable entrepreneurs seek to simultaneously consider the positive environmental, social 

and economic impact of their enterprises, and this is reflected in their triple-bottom-line goals 

(Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). They have the creative potential to successfully identify and 

actualise sustainable opportunities and in doing so create sustainable socio-ecological systems 

(Muñoz & Cohen, 2017). For the purposes of this study, we define sustainable 

entrepreneurship as ‘those entrepreneurial activities in which the central guiding purpose is 

to make a substantial contribution to sustainable development. .….sustainability 

entrepreneurs design ventures with the primary intention of contributing to improved 

environmental quality and social well-being in ways that are mutually supportive’ (Parrish 

& Foxon, 2006, p. 48). This definition best exemplifies what sustainable entrepreneurs in 

protected areas aim to achieve, which is sustainable development of the areas in which they 

operate (Eller et al., 2020) in combination with conservation efforts (Dans & González, 2019). 

The process is not limited to start-ups, and can be implemented in established companies 

(Stubbs, 2017). Despite its potential to ameliorate social, ecological and economic challenges, 

research has shown that sustainable entrepreneurship is difficult to implement and 

encounters barriers. 

In order to increase the propensity of sustainable entrepreneurship, research seeks to 

understand the barriers encountered by sustainable entrepreneurs, and how they are 

overcome. Several studies of the sustainable entrepreneurship process have identified barriers 

(Belz & Binder, 2017; Hoogendoorn et al., 2019; Pinkse & Groot, 2015). These barriers are 

often examined in relation to the start of sustainable enterprises, but which may persist in 

later stages of the lifecycle as well. The barriers can be categorised into market entry barriers 

(Pinkse & Groot, 2015), institutional barriers (Gasbarro et al., 2018; Pacheco et al., 2010) and 

stakeholder management barriers (Nguyen et al., 2020; Schlange, 2006). The market entry 

barriers concern entering into incumbent dominated markets with new sustainable offers 

(Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011), for customers who do not have to pay for the higher cost of 

sustainable offers, or undertake transitions towards sustainability practices (Hoogendoorn et 

al., 2019). The institutional barriers focus on the need for new rules, legislations and industry 

norms to bring about sustainable solutions for users (D. F. Pacheco et al., 2010; Pinkse & 
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Groot, 2015). Lastly, stakeholder management barriers are related to the increased need for 

sustainable enterprises to acquire external knowledge (Fichter & Tiemann, 2018), to cooperate 

with non-governmental organisations and civil society (Marin et al., 2015), and to closely 

manage their supply streams (Cohen & Winn, 2007; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). Hence the 

concept of barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship has been explored to some extent. 

Nevertheless, there are gaps which we explore next. 

Firstly, the previous studies on barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship did not explicitly 

take into account the context in which the barriers occurred. Majority of these studies focused 

on identifying the barriers, with little consideration for the socio-ecological contexts in which 

the enterprises existed. This means that current knowledge is highly generalised and may not 

adequately represent complex contexts, such as those typified by protected areas. Secondly, 

even less emphasis is given on how the barriers are overcome. Previous studies tend to 

highlight success of sustainable entrepreneurship and the processes used to achieve this (Eller 

et al., 2020). However, studies such as (Pinkse & Groot, 2015) that outline the approaches 

applied to overcome specific barriers are few and far between. There is a lack of knowledge for 

policymakers and potential sustainable entrepreneurs, on the challenges for sustainable 

entrepreneurship in fragile socio-ecological contexts, and activities needed to make it work. 

This study endeavours to bridge these gaps by exploring the barriers for sustainable 

entrepreneurship, within a fragile socio-ecological context, and how they can be overcome. 

4.2.3 Sustainable entrepreneurship, legitimacy building and protected areas  

Recent sustainable entrepreneurship literature highlights the concept of legitimacy as crucial 

for in-depth understanding of how sustainable entrepreneurship is operationalised in context 

(Argade et al., 2021). Some studies theorize that legitimacy building is instrumental in the 

formation of partnerships with other industry actors (De Clercq & Voronov, 2011). In such 

instances the sustainable enterprises subscribe to industry dictated norms of the balance 

between sustainability and profitability. This approach signals ‘tacit compliance’ (De Clercq & 

Voronov, 2009) thus re-assuring potential partners who do not assign to sustainability 

principles. Recent empirical work attests that legitimacy building not only enables the 

acquisition of additional resources in the early-stages of entrepreneurship (Zimmerman & 

Zeitz, 2002), but also facilitates the achievement of environmental or commercial goals 

(Riandita et al., 2021). Ergo, these studies evidence that legitimacy building influences and is 

influenced by sustainable entrepreneurship in varied ways. Theoretically our study aims to 

extend postulations about legitimacy building (Suchman, 1995) and its benefits for enterprise 

development beyond access to relevant information (Ball et al., 2018), support for 

entrepreneurial aspirations (Bensemann et al., 2018a), entry to new markets and 

transformation of existing markets (Wejs et al., 2014). To include its role in increasing 
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propensity of sustainable entrepreneurship, specifically within fragile socio-ecological 

contexts. 

Legitimacy can be broken down into specific forms, such as social legitimacy, which can 

influence the sustainable entrepreneurial journey more specifically. The results of an in-depth 

case study indicated that sustainable enterprises exhibited strong attachment to a location and 

weak social legitimacy were ‘insurgent’ in behaviour, while those that had weak attachment to 

location and strong ties to the local community (social legitimacy) were ‘conformist’ in 

behaviour (Kibler et al., 2015). Despite these insights, the investigation of how and which 

legitimacy is built, and its role for sustainable entrepreneurship in fragile socio-ecological 

contexts, is yet lacks scrutiny. 

Protected areas comprise a wide range of actors and stakeholders, including local authorities 

and communities, and nature and culture regulatory organisations. The actors and 

stakeholders have different interests. For instance, the regulators play key roles in enforcing 

international nature and cultural heritage protection laws, in addition to facilitating 

sustainable development of these areas. Meanwhile local communities and authorities 

concentrate on liveability and the natural and cultural values of the protected areas (Piñeiro-

Chousa et al., 2021). This context of multiple actors, stakeholders, and overlapping interests,  

is rife with differing cognitions. This characteristic, (differing cognitions among actors and 

stakeholders), coupled with a fragile socio-ecological context increase the complexity of the 

setting in which sustainable entrepreneurs need to operate. Previous studies have 

demonstrated that sustainable entrepreneurs typically lack resources to gain access to policy 

makers (Pinkse & Groot, 2015), so as to institute changes to regulations and norms, or create 

new ones (Álvarez Jaramillo et al., 2019). Legitimacy has the potential to reconcile differing 

cognitions in protected areas, however which form of legitimacy is necessary (Suchman, 1995), 

and precisely how it is operationalised remains underexplored.  

In summary, protected areas present a complex and fragile socio-ecological context in which 

to investigate the phenomenon of sustainable entrepreneurship. Our study focuses on the 

barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship and how to overcome them. This is done through 

the lens of legitimacy building. Our choice of examining legitimacy is informed by the fragile 

socio-ecological character of protected areas including close-knit communities and close 

proximity to nature. Subsequently, legitimacy could be used to gain access to needed 

resources, and influence or access to policy makers in protected areas. Precisely how this 

occurs calls for empirical exposition, which we endeavour to do in our study. Through this 

exploratory study we intend to fill these research gaps, while at the same time answering the 

call for a more contextualised study of sustainable entrepreneurship (Muñoz & Cohen, 2017).  
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Figure 4.1: Illustration summarising sustainable development in protected areas, with attention 
for sustainable entrepreneurship 
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4.3 Method 

Given the exploratory nature of our study and the location of the protected area we investigate, 

we carried out a transnational multiple qualitative case study of the Wadden Sea World 

Heritage site. This was to get in-depth understanding (Yin, 2009), of the distinctive barriers 

that sustainable entrepreneurs faced in this context, and role relational processes such as 

legitimacy building, through activism, played in overcoming these barriers.  

4.3.1 Description of Wadden Sea protected area 

The Wadden Sea World Heritage area covers the coastline expanse from Den Helder (the 

Netherlands) along the German coast to Esbjerg (Denmark), a coastal length of 650 km. For 

the purposes of this study, the demarcation of the Wadden Sea region is based on the socio-

economic analysis by Arndt et al., 2004. This study outlines the region as including the islands 

bordering the area and the adjacent coastline areas, made up of different municipalities, 

counties, regions and urban centres in the Netherlands, Germany and Denmark. This region 

is a protected area with UNESCO World Heritage status and therefore offers an appropriate 

setting for the objectives of our research.  

4.3.2 Data collection and analysis  

To investigate the distinctive barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship in a highly sensitive, 

regulated area, in our case the Tri-lateral Wadden Sea World Heritage area: we collected data 

from sustainable enterprises located on the coastline and the Wadden Sea Islands. We 

conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews to collect relevant and detailed primary data 

(Mason et al., 2010).  The semi-structured interview questionnaire was tested with regional 

policy officers for relevance and clarity, since they worked closely with entrepreneurs in the 

region. 

We used a combination of three criteria to select the sustainable entrepreneurs, including, the 

location (in or near the Wadden Sea World Heritage site), working in the tourism or a tourism-

related sector, and enterprises that exhibited environmental and/or social purpose in addition 

to profit making. We interviewed 22 owners/managers of sustainable tourism enterprises in 

the Netherlands, Germany and Denmark through purposive sampling and snowballing. The 

interviews lasted 60 minutes on average. We also collected observational data from attending 

11 local entrepreneurial meetings in Germany and the Netherlands over a period of February 

2019 to January 2020 (see Appendix A - Table 1), and secondary data from publicly available 

documents to cross-validate the findings from the interviews. Table 4.1 provides an overview 

of the respondents and characteristics of their enterprises.  
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Table 4.1: Showing characteristics of participants 

 
 

Business focus Age Employees 
(permanent) 

Economic activities Sustainable activities Additional data 
sources 

Country 

S1 Vacation homes Cooperative of 
farmers since 
1950 

Over 50 Comfortable vacation homes Meet 
quality and sustainability 
requirements for homes 

Jobs for locals 
Profits for the shareholders (locals)  
Low carbon foot-print vacation of 
homes 

Brochure, website, 
site visit 

The 
Netherlands 

S2 Tour guide 5 years 1 Provide guides of the area, 
Knowledge based tours 
Ensure safety during tours 

Provide educational tours about the 
history and nature on the island 
Conduct gastronomic tours (oyster 
catching) which also play a role in 
environmental conservation (oyster 
species is invasive) 

Website, site visit  Denmark 

S3 Restaurant  
 
3 years 

5 Provide quality food for visitors 
Use organic produce at reasonable 
prices 
Allow local artist to seasonally 
display their work in the 
restaurant for sale   

Jobs for locals  
Meet quality requirements 
Recycling of waste and production of 
some of the produce used at the 
restaurant 
Promotion of island cultural and art 
festival 

Website, site visit The 
Netherlands 

S4 Post cards and 
branded items 

4 years 1 Be-spoke items for visitors (nature 
area inspired) 
Use distinct designs (self-drawn) 

Production of original gift items for 
visitors and organisations working in 
protected areas. 
Sharing the importance of nature during 
local and regional meetings 

Website, site visit, 
entrepreneurial 
meetings 

Germany 

S5 Bed and Breakfast 10 years 3 Provide quality rooms and 
conference facilities for activities 
such as team building. 
Emphasis is on culture, diversity 
and nature  

Provide a venue and catering services 
for locals 
Convenient jobs for locals due to its 
remote location 
Almost fully reliant on solar energy 

Website, site visits The 
Netherlands 

S6 Arts and Culture 
performances 

4 years 3 (but varies 
according to the 
production) 

Stage quality plays and concerts 
around the themes of culture, 
history and nature. 

Provide space for community 
reconciliation  
Promote knowledge on cultural and 
social topics 
Provide knowledge on nature in the 
Wadden Sea area 

Website, site visit, 
brochure 

The 
Netherlands 

S7 Equestrianism 
among other 
activities 

16 years 7 (excluding the 4 
family members) 

Provide quality, unique and 
accessible experiences on an 
island such as swimming with 
horses. 
Provide environmentally friendly 
accommodation 

Participate actively in nature 
conservation in cooperation with the 
forestry authority 
Provide local jobs 
Promote nature and cultural value 
Training of employees and children on 
animal husbandry 
Almost completely run on renewable 
energy 
 

Website, site visit, 
entrepreneurial 
meetings 

The 
Netherlands 
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S8 Mud walking and 
boat tours 

8 years 2 Provide adventurous mud walk 
tours and boat tours 
Safety during the tours 

Promote knowledge on the processes in 
the Wadden Sea 

Website, site visit The 
Netherlands 

S9 Sustainable tours 
and shop 

4 years 2 Provide sustainable tour packages 
Provide gift items produced in a 
sustainable way. 

Give knowledge of uniqueness of the 
Wadden 
Local jobs 

Website, site visit, 
entrepreneurial 
meetings 

Germany 

S10 Boat Tours 10 years 1 Provide tour guides within the 
nature area 

Network with other local tour guides Website, site visit, 
entrepreneurial 
meetings 

The 
Netherlands 

S11 Gallery and Tours 4 years 1 Provide quality art pieces (nature 
inspired) and nature tours 

Network with other tour guides Website, site visit Denmark 

S12 Nature Centre 5 years (Re-
opened in 2017) 

3 Provide Wadden Sea inspired 
exhibitions, tours, business 
meetings and training 

Provide tours and training activities Website, site visit Denmark 

S13 Hostel 3 years 20 Provide quality accommodation 
for guests 

Environmental awareness for students Website Denmark 

S14 Bird Tours 10 years 2 Provide quality bird tours, bird 
watching merchandise and gifts 

Network with other bird watchers Website, site visit The 
Netherlands 

S15 Bio-Apartments 3 years 7 Provide quality and sustainable 
holiday accommodations 

Network with surrounding businesses 
Encourage sustainable products and 
services 

Website Germany 

S16 Bike Tours 2 years 2 Provide quality bike tours of the 
area 

Network with business community 
Partner with the National Park 

Website Germany 

S17 Restaurant 2 years 4 Provide quality food and wine for 
visitors to the area 
Provide good ambience for the 
visitors 

Jobs for locals 
Use quality regional suppliers for the 
food 
 

Website, site visit Denmark 

S18 Restaurant 3 years  Provide quality food and unique 
cultural ambience 

Local jobs  
Promote community business 
networking activities 
 

Website, site visit The 
Netherlands 

S19 Hotel 10 years 7 Provide quality accommodation Provide local jobs Website, site visit The 
Netherlands 

S20 Tour Guide 4 years 1 Provide quality tours for visitors 
and schools 

Network with guides in the area 
 

Website, site visit Denmark 

S21 
 
 
 

Bed and Breakfast 
and Cooking studio 

6 years 2 Provide accommodation and a 
cooking clinic 

Network with businesses in the area 
Use local produce in the kitchen 
Cooperate with academic institutions on 
gastronomy related training 

Website, site visit The 
Netherlands 

S22 Hotel 2 years 4 Provide quality accommodation 
and breakfast from locally sourced 
produce 

Revitalisation of the area. Restoration of 
old building. Encouragement of 
economic investment in the area 

Website Denmark 
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4.3.3 Data Analysis 

Each interview was transcribed and coded using ATLAS.ti software. In the first instance we 

sought to identify the distinctive barriers to sustainable entrepreneurship experienced by the 

entrepreneurs. The transcripts were analysed using a stepwise categorization of data 

classifying barriers into 1st order concepts, 2nd order themes and aggregate dimensions, 

loosely based on Gioia et al., (2013). In the first step, the transcripts went through a first round 

of initial coding which identified barriers articulated by the entrepreneurs. This resulted in an 

initial set of 100 codes. In the second step, we checked for codes of similar meaning, and 

through clarification and combination reduced the codes into 34 first order concepts. In the 

third step, we reflected on existing literature in order to categorize the 1st order concepts into 

2nd order themes, and subsequently into 3rd order aggregate dimensions. The barriers were 

not ranked in terms of importance due to the exploratory nature of the research, and the desire 

to simply identify distinctive barriers. Secondary evidence of the barriers was supplied by 

analysing the observations at the entrepreneurial meetings. 

During the interviews and while reading the subsequent transcripts, we noticed that 

respondents also shared their responses to the barriers they experienced. In the second 

instance of data analysis we carried out a thematic analysis loosely guided by Braun & Clarke, 

2006. Starting from the barriers identified in the first-order codes, we identified the responses 

by the entrepreneurs. These responses were grouped into type of action. For the third 

categorisation, we engaged with literature on different forms of legitimacy (Suchman, 1995), 

and using the goal of overcoming a particular barrier, we categorised the actions in relation to 

legitimacy built. The emergent data structures are illustrated in tables 4.2 and 4.3.
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First order code 
Second order 
themes 

Aggregate 
dimensions 

Disagreement on the direction the local area should take for 
development 

Divergent perceptions 
on area and 
entrepreneurial 
development Cognition 

spanning 
barriers 

Businesses in the area do not want change 

Need to re-invent the location 

Other businesses in the area do not focus on nature 

Entrepreneurs need to convince customers about the pricing 
Divergent perceptions 
on products and 
services 

Overcoming the idea that nature is free 

Customers sometimes demand more luxury 

Changes in animal population not well thought out 

Exclusion on area 
policy development 

Locale barriers 

Difference in application of conservation rules (across 
national/regional borders) 

Differences in resources allocated for nature conservation 

Difficult to get local products due to nature area regulation 

Local authority not aware of tourism industry needs 

Lack of signage indicating the area is protected area 

Physical infrastructure 
constraints 

Lack of signage indicating location of business in protected 
area 

Lack of public transport (inflexibility) 

Lack of reliable internet in semi-remote locations 

Owners of premises do not want changes to their building 

Enterprises are dependent on suppliers for high quality 
products 

Low of quality existing 
supply chains 

Local products are sometimes not available or not of 
sufficient quality 

Lack of other sustainable businesses in the area that produce 
what they need 

Uncertainty about subsidies to support cultural events 

Lack of local financial 
support 

Lack of finance to start new businesses that are not in the 
area 

Lack of financial assistance for growth of sustainable 
businesses. 

Lack of subsidies in certain locations 

Lack of sustainable businesses that can enable the existing 
sustainable enterprise Lack of potential 

collaboration partners Similar enterprises in the area do not focus on nature 
conservation 

Lack of helpful research 

Limited research and 
development options 

Sector related 
barriers 

Need to diversify services available in the region 

Need to re-think about distribution of tourism 

Need to extend the enterprise to operations throughout the 
year  

Semi-remoteness makes it difficult to attract qualified staff 

Seasonality and limited 
staffing options 

New employees find the work-load strenuous 

Seasonality makes retention of staff difficult 

Extra help is usually required in summer (peak season), but 
for the rest of the year it is difficult to pay staff 

Table 4.2:Summarised data structure identifying the distinctive barriers for sustainable 
entrepreneurship in protected areas 
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Table 4.3: Summarised data structure depicting responses to distinctive barriers and the 
types of legitimacy built 

 

Second order thematic Barrier 
identified 

Activism response 
Type of 
legitimacy 
built 

Divergent perceptions on area 
and entrepreneurial 
development 

Launching awareness campaigns on social media 
Building 
Consequential 
legitimacy 

Divergent perceptions on 
products 

Explaining costs to customers 

Low of quality of existing supply 
chains 
 
  

Sometimes not sourcing locally due to quality 
and quantity shortfalls 

  

Building 
exchange and 
procedural 
legitimacy 

Create new local sources or products 

Exclusion on area policy 
development  

 
Working more cross-border 

  
 
Use own funds to get certification  

Inform policy officers of needs; Repeated 
application for nature protection laws 

Physical infrastructure 
constraints  

Proactiveness such as: - introduction of green 
transport options at their location e.g., bicycle 
services, picking up customers from nearest 
public transport location 

Lack of local financial support Looking for alternative funding sources 

 
Lack of potential collaboration 
partners 
  

Establish cooperation with nature organisations 

 
Limited research and 
development options 

Participation in higher learning training 
programs 

Building 
structural 
legitimacy 

 
Seasonality and limited staffing 
options 

  

 
Seasonality and limited staffing 
options 

Availing specific training for staff  
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4.4 Findings 

We set out to identify the barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship in protected areas and 

explore how these barriers were overcome. The stepwise coding and analysis of the interview 

transcripts yielded three distinct categories of barriers. Reflecting on the sustainable 

entrepreneurship process, the barriers were classified broadly into cognition spanning 

barriers, locale barriers and sector related barriers, all of which linked to or were intensified 

by the characteristics of the transnational protected area. When exploring how these barriers 

were overcome, we were able to link specific second order thematic barriers with specific 

mechanism applied to overcome it. The responses portrayed how sustainable entrepreneurs 

confronted the barriers they described, and at times eventually overcame them. From the 

analysis it emerged that the actions taken to overcome the barriers were akin to activism. 

Further, the ‘activism’ did not always directly solve the barrier, but instead resulted in the 

building of varied forms of legitimacy, that in turn eventually eased the barriers. 

In the next sections we illustrate the barriers, followed by an elucidation of how the barriers 

were overcome by the sustainable entrepreneurs. The responses evidence the sustainable 

entrepreneurs engaging in activism actions which establish the entrepreneurs’ legitimacy. 

4.4.1 Cognition spanning barriers 

It emerged from the data that the entrepreneurs in the study faced two forms of barriers 

related to their close stakeholders. They sighted differences in opinion and ambition that 

affected their entrepreneurial activities. These differences resulted in divergent perceptions of 

what the entrepreneurs were trying to achieve. The entrepreneurs and their close stakeholders 

lacked a shared understanding of sustainable development of the location, with the 

stakeholders holding onto their existing cognitions (interpretation of actions). The forms of 

cognition spanning barriers were a) Divergent perceptions on area development and b) 

Divergent perceptions of products and services, both of which are explained below: 

4.4.1.1 Divergent perceptions on area and entrepreneurial development 

The entrepreneurs faced opposition from both the community and incumbent enterprises. For 

example, at one location the long-term residents did not want what they perceived as the 

increased pace the sustainable enterprise brought to the area: 

“…. many of the old people …. are quite angry with me because they say they want …. things to 

be like 50 years ago and it's not possible. They want the old shops back in the streets. So, when 

(investors) came here and offered money. They thought wow it would be like the old days. We 

will have all the bakery shops. We will have all the old things back, but it’s not possible. …. I 

said that now we have to make something else. We have to see a new way. And some people 

don't like. Some like it but some don’t……….” (S22) 
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In another location the entrepreneurs noted that it was difficult to initiate common initiatives 

as the neighbouring enterprises did not cooperate: 

“…. They (neighbouring businesses) don’t cooperate here, it’s very difficult. Because everybody 

has his own idea, and they are very stuck to this idea. They are …not open. Not open for change 

and improvement ............ and believe me anything new you try to do here is always a 

disappointment because you are standing alone….”  (S18) 

4.4.1.2 Divergent perceptions of products and services 

The entrepreneurs observed that customers needed to be convinced of the higher prices of 

sustainable products they offered, compared to the neighbouring enterprises: 

“…in the shop, we have only things which are sustainable. They have to be social, fair and the 

clothes have to be ecological. So, they are not cheap, they are expensive. And the people come 

to the shop and say, oh what an expensive shop. But they can’t see the quality of that thing, so 

it’s a very big challenge…” (S9) 

 

In addition to justifying pricing, entrepreneurs found that they at times received requests to 

make the nature excursions more relaxed and reduce either the physical exertion as 

exemplified by this statement: 

“…So actually, it is changing from crossing the Wadden Sea by just walking to well, to using 

boats....well people (customers) say nowadays that “I want to experience everything, I want to 

experience a lot” but then I don’t want to get tired ....so long mud walking is not what they 

want nowadays... they just want to experience the nature but not use much effort…” (S8) 

 

Or requests to reduce the amount of information about the nature shared about the nature 

during the tours: 

“… (customers) were very interested in the whole area but they told me that I gave them not 

enough time … because I wanted to do something about the history between Denmark and 

Germany…maybe sometimes I want too much, and the tourist get more information than they 

need…(S11)  

4.4.1.3 Responses to the barrier 

The entrepreneurs used different approaches to overcome the differences in cognition from 

stakeholders, actors and customers. For instance, one entrepreneur who faced cognition 

spanning barriers relating to area development, used social media to raise awareness on the 

nature area, and the opportunity to revive it:  

“Then we tried to change the way people see the area here. I started to go to the newspapers…I 

started to tell how wonderful it is here and how many possibilities it is to make things here... 

And it just went like crazy, and we became the news. And suddenly people started to know 

about this area here…So it really has changed. And they did come some people from outside 

who could see the possibilities here (rather than) just seemed like everything was falling apart 

and all the shops were down.” (S 22) 

 

The sustainable entrepreneurs engaged in activities that explained their entrepreneurial 

intentions to stakeholders, actors and customers, and had to clearly depict the positive social 
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impact of their activities such as promoting fair production of products, attracting new 

residents to the area, and re-opening of previously closed businesses. Through these actions 

they established credibility for their enterprise and a passive support from the community, 

incumbent enterprises and customers. More examples of responses and number of 

entrepreneurs who gave similar response are presented in table 4.4. 

Table 4.4: Quotes illustrating responses to cognition barriers 

Second order 
themes 

Quote exemplifying 
second order barrier 

theme 

Quote exemplifying 
Activism response 

Category 
of 

response 

# Ent. 
with 

similar 
response 

Divergent 
perceptions on area 

and 
entrepreneurial 

development 

“…. many of the old people 
…. are quite angry with 

me because they say they 
want …. things to be like 
50 years ago and it's not 
possible. They want the 

old shops back in the 
streets. So, when 

(investors) came here and 
offered money. They 

thought wow it would be 
like the old days. We will 
have all the bakery shops. 

We will have all the old 
things back, but it’s not 
possible. …. I said that 
now we have to make 

something else. We have 
to see a new way. And 
some people don't like. 
Some like it but some 

don’t….” 

“Then we tried to change 
the way people see the 

area here. I started to go 
to the newspapers…I 

started to tell how 
wonderful it is here and 
how many possibilities it 
is to make things here... 

And it just went like 
crazy, and we became the 

news. And suddenly 
people started to know 

about this area here…So 
it really has changed. And 

they did come some 
people from outside who 
could see the possibilities 

here (rather than) just 
seemed like everything 

was falling apart and all 
the shops were down.” 

 

Media 
campaigns 

to raise 
awareness 
about the 

area 

9 

Divergent 
perceptions of 
products and 

services 

“…in the shop, we have 
only things which are 

sustainable. They have to 
be social, fair and the 

clothes have to be  
ecological. So, they are 

not cheap, they are 
expensive. And the people 
come to the shop and say, 

oh what an expensive 
shop. But they can’t see 
the quality of that thing, 

so it’s a very big 
challenge…” 

‘…people come into the 
shop and they say it’s 

expensive and we have to 
talk to them…this comes 

from here, this comes 
from (name of country) 
and this is made of old 

demin…and they see the 
quality ... then they see 
this is a very nice shop, 

then they come again and 
again” 

Explanation 
of costs to 
customers 

6 
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4.4.2 Locale barriers 

Locale barriers related to the geographical location of the enterprise. The geographical 

location contributed to the networking opportunities available to the entrepreneurs or lack 

thereof. The limited understanding of the needs of entrepreneurs in the tourism sector, and 

low priority ascribed to them by local governance authorities frustrated the entrepreneurs. 

The five secondary thematic barriers in this category are illustrated below: 

4.4.2.1 Exclusion on area policy development 

Some of the entrepreneurs indicated that at their locations the local authority had little 

expertise on how to facilitate sustainable activities. For instance, one entrepreneur had to 

restore an old farmhouse and had decided to have solar panels as the energy source. However, 

it took a lot of time to convince the local authority to give permission. The local authority had 

other priorities such as agricultural development, and sustainable tourism operations were of 

less importance to them. 

“…. They (local authority) don’t have the know-how. For example, if you ask them, if you want 

to build this (pointing at the solar panels) it took us years and years and years just to get a yes. 

...they allow you to make big farmhouses but this, for people is more work….And the politics, 

they have an environment plan for other sectors, touristic things are not part of the plan, it’s 

about agriculture and farmers and for touristic businesses it is very difficult to settle in this 

area and make good changes….” (S5) 

4.4.2.2 Physical infrastructure constraints 

The entrepreneurs faced challenges with respect to inefficient or complete lack of physical 

infrastructure at their location. They highlighted issues such as lack of a bus service, lack of 

signage indicating the protected area, poor internet connection and premises owners not 

wanting to change the building for energy efficiency and use of green energy. The 

entrepreneurs noted the semi-remoteness of their enterprise within the protected area and 

found that this hindered delivery of the sustainable products or services that they offered. The 

quote below exemplifies these situations: 

“….. I think one of the challenges that we face at the moment is that the infrastructure from 

(this location) to the Wadden Sea is actually a problem obviously you should try and find an 

environmental decision for instance electric buses or whatever I don't know. But my point is 

it should actually fit into the green thought that we have about this area …should actually move 

people around to see the attractions and the Wadden Sea from (this location) in cheap ways. 

It's where I see one of the problems at the moment……….” (S13) 

4.4.2.3 Low of quality of exiting supply chains 

The entrepreneurs indicated that they encountered challenges with maintaining quality and 

sustainability of the products and services they offered.  The entrepreneurs experienced 

difficult access to local products or lack of quality local products, in addition to a lack of 
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enterprises that shared their sustainability principles. For instance, one entrepreneur noted 

that they had to change their original business idea of creating a company that connects 

sustainable enterprises in the area, because of the lack of sustainable enterprises in that area: 

“But there are not enough businesses with this quality of sustainability. So, we paused the idea 

which we had, and made a company with only special experiences like for hiking tours and 

also a sustainable tour booking platform, the first booking platform for sustainable hiking 

tours in the Wadden Sea” (S9) 

4.4.2.4 Lack of local financial support 

Some entrepreneurs stated that they wanted to do more sustainable actions, but lacked locally 

available financial support, to change or diversify their entrepreneurial activities. This lack 

would affect certain events at the location such as cultural heritage days.  

“… So, we are dependent on the Kunstmaand (Art month) in November. And when that stops, 

I think it's a big disaster for the (location)…Because the event depends on subsidies. So 

probably this year and maybe another year and then they have to ask for more subsidies… 

When they don't get it. I don't know” (S3) 

4.4.2.5 Lack of potential collaboration partners 

The entrepreneurs indicated that there was a lack of like-minded enterprises with whom they 

could share ideas and learn from each other. Their focus on environmental and social issues 

was not shared by enterprises in their surrounding making it difficult to implement industry 

wide sustainable changes: 

“It would be good that (destination marketing organisation) gives more, for example, because 

it is now very much busy with promotion. Like entrepreneurs are going to do all kinds of things 

in nature. and I would only do that if you can make good agreements with those entrepreneurs. 

For example, what they give back to nature is that they either deposit 10 percent or a certain 

percentage in a foundation. Or that they are going to do something themselves. Really giving 

something back to nature.” (S14) 

4.4.2.6 Responses to the barriers 

The entrepreneurs tackled locale barriers by going beyond their local surroundings to establish 

new collaborations, engaging in creative product or service development or using personal 

funds to improve the conditions in or around their enterprise. For example, to overcome policy 

decisions that were detrimental for nature conservation: 

“….. and the fence is 1 metre 60 high, …So that's a big challenge for this moment, …And we 

have a lot of animals that get hurt because they're coming into it . And then we have to kill 

some of them. It's not good. That’s the biggest challenge.” (S11) 

One entrepreneur established cross-border cooperation with like-minded entrepreneurs for 

actions contrary to the implemented policy: 

“…but I work together with the German guides, and we made a motto ‘Birds don’t know 

borders, neither do we’. So, we take tourists from Germany to Denmark...On trips to show 
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them that it doesn’t matter you’re in Germany or in Denmark the Wadden Sea area, the World 

Heritage is the same. And the birds don’t know, and we don’t know so we can go across the 

borders and people like the idea ….” (S11) 

 

While other entrepreneurs overcame the barriers of lack of low quality of existing supply 

chains, for instance: 

“…I only get the best local products. This is sometimes difficult as things are changing and 

some are going out of business.” (S21) 

 

by creating alternative sources for local products that provided an additional opportunity to 

experience the nature area, while at the same time contribute to nature conservation by 

reducing the population of an invasive species: 

“We started to make tours searching for Pacific oysters (an invasive species) and gathering it 

and other available wild food for the cooking clinics in the evening….” (S21) 

 

A lack of partners for collaboration for sustainability actions, for instance: 

“I am part of a tourism entrepreneurial network called …And in it are a lot of individual larger 

entrepreneurs united. But we don't actively participate there. You already notice from the 

name that it is mainly focused on large-scale tourism on (the location). While we are much 

more focused on nature tourism.” (S14) 

 

To overcome this lack of partners, the entrepreneurs opted to establish collaboration with 

existing nature organisations who had interests similar to the entrepreneur, such as nature 

and cultural heritage preservation: 

“I prefer to be active in the (name) National Park. That is a very important platform for us…We 

are hosts of the National Park. Then you have to follow a course and then you can promote the 

interests of National Park to your guests. …from the beginning (of the business), we have also 

hosted the National Park. We are an official Visitor Center for National Park here and they 

have a lot of cooperation with me. And we already have a lot of cooperation with (forest 

authority). Together with the National Park, we also do excursions for and with (nature 

conservation organisation). I also do a lot of film work for (nature conservation organisation), 

and we will be working together next year on the visitor centre of (nature organisation).” (S14) 

The entrepreneurs acted to create new relationships with actors beyond the locality (for 

financial support or nature conservation actions), addressing the lack of physical 

infrastructure (at their own cost), and/or formulating new procedures beyond the enterprise 

(such as lobby for new laws), depending on the barrier (See table 5). In this way the sustainable 

entrepreneurs served as examples to other enterprises on how sustainability can be enacted, 

by themselves taking almost ‘selfless’ actions, to counter the locale barriers encountered. These 

efforts are further illustrated in table 4.5 below:  

 



 

100 
 

Table 4.5: Quotes illustrating responses to locale barriers 

Second order 
themes 

Quote exemplifying 
second order barrier 

theme 

Quote exemplifying Activism 
response 

Category of 
response 

# Ent. 
with 

similar 
response 

Exclusion on 
area policy 

development 

“...And the fence is 1 metre 60 
high, …So that's a big 

challenge for this 
moment…And we have a lot of 
animals that get hurt because 

they're coming into it . And 
then we have to kill some of 

them . It's not good. That’s the 
biggest challenge.” (S11) 

“…but I work together with the 
German guides, and we made a 

motto ‘Birds don’t know borders, 
neither do we’. So, we take tourists 

from Germany to Denmark...On 
trips to show them that it doesn’t 
matter you are in Germany or in 

Denmark the Wadden Sea area, the 
World Heritage is the same. And 

the birds don’t know, and we don’t 
know so we can go across the 

borders and people like the idea….” 

Working 
across borders 

4 

Physical 
infrastructure 

constraints 

“One of the challenges is that 
it’s not really a touristic area 

so you don’t have a lot of 
facilities. You all have to do by 

yourselves. like the signs for 
the place, for example, the 
internet is so bad you can’t 

even have company meetings 
because they need it…”(S5) 

“So you have to do a lot of effort. A 
lot of extra effort and costs to 

arranging, we pay twice as much 
but we don’t have good internet 

still so these things are really 
difficult sometimes” 

Proactiveness 
to find own 

solutions 
12 

Low of quality 
existing supply 

chains 

“…I only get the best local 
products. This is sometimes 

difficult as things are 
changing and some are going 

out of business.” (S21) 

“We started to make tours 
searching for Pacific oysters (an 

invasive species) and gathering it 
and other available wild food for 

the cooking clinics in the 
evening….” 

Create new 
local sources 
or products 

6 

Lack of local 
financial 
support 

“When I was thinking about 
the solar panels, I went on the 
internet looking for where we 
can get any money for it. So, 

there is (regional fund), 
especially for activities in the 
Wadden Sea, I asked there for 
some money. Well, I asked it 
in November and in March 

they said no…” (S8) 

“But then, it was already on the 
ship the solar panels because there 
was another arrangement from the 

government in (city). Innovation 
funds inland shipping, I had 

written there in November as well, 
and starting December they called 

me, well, if you change this and this 
and this, you can have the 

money…” 

Alternative 
funding 
sources 

7 

Lack of 
potential 

collaboration 
partners 

“I am part of a tourism 
entrepreneurial network 

called …And in it are a lot of 
individual larger 

entrepreneurs united. But we 
don't actively participate 

there. You already notice from 
the name that it is mainly 

focused on large-scale 
tourism on (the location). 
While we are much more 

focused on nature 
tourism.”(S14) 

“I prefer to be active in the (name) 
National Park. That is a very 

important platform for us…We are 
hosts of the National Park. Then 

you must follow a course and then 
you can promote the interests of 
National Park to your guests. … 

from the beginning that we started 
this (business), we have also hosted 

the national park. We are official 
Visitor Center for National Park 

here. and they have a lot of 
cooperation with me. And we 

already have a lot of cooperation 
with (forest authority). Together 
with National Park, we also do 
excursions for and with (nature 

conservation organisation). I also 
do a lot of film work for (nature 

organisation), and we will be 
working together next year on the 

visitor centre of (nature 
organisation). 

Establish 
cooperation 
with nature 

organisations 

16 
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4.4.3 Sector related barriers 

The entrepreneurs noted that they were willing to change and improvements in their 

sustainable enterprises. Nevertheless, they faced challenges in relation to limited research on 

new products and services, and limited staffing options in their industry. These second 

thematic barriers are illustrated below:  

4.4.3.1 Limited research and development options 

It appeared that the entrepreneurs lacked knowledge to develop innovative solutions or 

actualise some of their ideas. They cited the lack of current research to solve the environmental 

and/or social challenges encountered at the location as a barrier. For instance, some 

entrepreneurs noted that the re-distribution of tourism could be a possible solution to easing 

pressure at hot spots, which in turn would ease pressure on both biodiversity and the local 

community: 

“But I think it's very important that we are careful about how where we put all the tourists and 

at what time. because sometimes it's a hot spot on one thing and all the tourists are around 

one thing. And that's not good for the nature. So, we have to get a balance on where we put the 

tourists…” (S11) 

4.4.3.2 Seasonality and limited staffing options 

The seasonality of the sector does not make it appealing for staff. Limitations for staffing 

related to training and availability required a change in the industry norms. This barrier 

affected continuity in the enterprises as the entrepreneurs had to train new staff not only on 

the carrying out of their tasks, but also the sustainability activities of the enterprise. 

“…. And she will leave next week. She stays now another week and then she will leave (longest 

serving employee). And then I have to find another one. That's difficult. That’s a big problem. 

We have a lot of …in the beginning of the season a lot of people who want to work here. And 

then they say ‘oh no it's too busy too much. I thought it was easy here.’ So …They don’t want 

the work anymore….” (S3) 

4.4.3.3 Response to barrier 

The entrepreneurs confronted sector related barriers through instituting structural routines 

within their own enterprise that would lead to both growth in expertise to deliver goods and 

services, and development of innovative ideas to become more sustainable. For instance, one 

entrepreneur recognised that they did not have the necessary know-how to innovate further: 

“I also need, and don't have, any educational background. So, there are many things I don't 

know, really many things I don't know like how hotel works, I just do it as good as I can.” (S22) 

However, they were open to learning and were actively taking in interns to help them get new 

ideas on how to better run their business: 
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“Actually, right now I have asked to get some students here to stay at the hotel and make…a 

practical. And I would like them to help me to find new partners to make find new ideas that I 

cannot see. Because they are young and see the world different than me. So, I would like to 

have two or three actually now from January until April. . I mean stay in the hotel and maybe 

they work together with me and find new ways.” (S22) 

The entrepreneurs emphasized that a ‘sustainability culture’ permeated their enterprises’ 

operations. This was achieved through awareness training of employees, and sometimes also 

for visitors when they hosted student groups. 

“…my head of training has been here for long, so she really knows what it's all about and she 

makes a great effort in doing this ...I have a one-to-one meeting every year where sustainability 

is on the agenda and, we have two meetings with the whole staff where we always talk about 

the Green Key and the recycling options and so they know all about this. And also, we have a 

staff agreement when they are employed here where it also says what our view is on the specific 

things here…” (S13) 

“And another important thing is that when we have the students here every group that we have 

in the house, we always give them an introduction face to face. So, we spend about 15 minutes 

explaining the hostel to them, how we expect them to behave when they're here what to do 

what not to do. But we also tell them about the Green Key and specifically tell them how they 

can help us.” (S13) 

These actions for structural trustworthiness help establish their reputation with external 

stakeholders and in this way make them more likely to receive support for their sustainable 

entrepreneurial goals. An illustration of how the structural trustworthiness is achieved is given 

in table 6 below: 

Table 4.6: Quotes illustrating responses to sector related barriers 

Second 
order 

themes 

Quote exemplifying 
second order barrier 

theme 

Quote exemplifying Activism 
response 

Category of 
response 

# Ent. 
with 

similar 
response 

Limited 
research 

and 
development 

options 

“I also need, and I don't have 
any educational background. 

So, there are many things I 
don't know really many 

things I don't know like how 
hotel works, I just do it as 

good as I can .(S22) 

“Actually, right now I have asked to get 
some students here to stay at the hotel 

and make…a practical. And I would like 
them to help me to find new partners to 
make find new ideas that I cannot see. 

Because they are young and see the 
world different than me. So, I would like 
to have two or three actually now from 
January until April. . I mean stay in the 

hotel and maybe they work together 
with me and find new ways.” 

Participating 
in higher 
learning 
training 

programs 

6 

Seasonality 
and limited 

staffing 
options 

“….we only have one issue and 
that is to have qualified 

employees in the kitchen. 
That's a very big thing in this 
country at the moment to be 
honest. It’s very hard to find 
qualified chefs and kitchen 

employees at the 
moment….We've got very nice 
employees that really want to 
make an effort and they want 

to learn and they want to 
earn money of course . Or 

they move on …” (S13). 

“…my head of training has been here for 
long she really knows what it's all about 

and she makes a great effort in doing 
this....I have a one-to-one meeting every 

year where sustainability is on the 
agenda and, we have two meetings with 

the whole staff where we always talk 
about the Green Key and the recycling 

options and so they know all about this. 
And also, we have a staff agreement 

when they are employed here where it 
also says what our view is on the specific 

things here…” 

Availing 
specific 

training for 
staff 

12 
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Based on these findings, we were able to develop a contextualised conceptual framework 

depicting how building legitimacy, through activism, overcame barriers for sustainable 

entrepreneurship in protected areas. This resulted in the figure 4.2: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In summary, barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship were intensified by the protected area 

characteristics of varied actors and stakeholders, semi-remoteness, and close-knit 

communities. The responses to the barriers were intentional actions by the sustainable 

entrepreneurs such as educating local community and customers; raising money for 

conservation; advocating for new regulations for nature protection; hosting public awareness 

events; and engaging in community service, all in order to build types of legitimacy. The 

intentional actions took the form of activism. Activism facilitated the building of varied types 

of legitimacy, which in turn opened up previously inaccessible markets, new partnerships and 

additional resources for the sustainable entrepreneur. 

4.5 Discussion 

In the Wadden Sea World Heritage area, ecological challenges due to climate change and other 

anthropogenic causes are at close quarters. In addition, there are societal pressures such as 

unemployment and the disruption of a community’s way of life (Kabat et al., 2012). 

Enterprises operating here need to concurrently protect the natural and cultural value of these 

areas, to allow for enjoyment now and for future generations, as well as yield economic 

benefits for community viability (Piñeiro-Chousa et al., 2021). Due to this complexity the and 
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Figure 4.2: Framework for overcoming barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship by 
building legitimacy, through activism, in protected areas 
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sensitivity of the Wadden Sea World Heritage area, sustainable entrepreneurship is endorsed 

by policy makers as an instrument that has the potential to improve quality of life through 

supporting conservation of societal and ecological values (Bjarnason et al., 2017; Dijk et al., 

2016). This complex situation is mirrored in protected areas across Europe and beyond and 

underscores the importance of understanding the sustainable entrepreneurship process in 

these areas.  

Studies into the sustainable entrepreneurship process can be classified into individual 

(Shepherd et al., 2013; Vuorio et al., 2018), organisational (Belz & Binder, 2017; Knight et al., 

2019) and systemic (Long et al., 2019; Muñoz & Cohen, 2017) levels. Our study compliments 

each of these research lines by investigating the barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship 

within a semi-remote, fragile socio-ecological context. We use a systemic approach and 

incorporate individual, organisational and systemic level perspectives in determining barriers 

in our research. 

4.5.1 Added value and implications for theory development 

Based on our findings we offer propositions for contextualised theory development concerning 

sustainable entrepreneurship, that concisely present the most important insights that are 

derived from this qualitative study.  

From our analysis of the data, it emerged that sustainable entrepreneurs interacted with a 

myriad of actors and stakeholders in protected areas. The actors and stakeholders came from 

micro (local community and businesses), meso (local government, regional nature and 

heritage conservation organisations) and macro (transnational and global conservation 

authorities) levels. Therefore, in order to exhaustively explain the barriers sustainable 

entrepreneurs face, in fragile socio-ecological contexts - such as protected areas – a holistic 

approach was taken. Our findings illustrate that sustainable entrepreneurs in this context 

encountered cognition spanning, locale and sector related barriers. Further, these barriers 

were intensified by the protected areas’ characteristics including nature and culture protection 

regulations, close-knit communities, semi-remoteness and varied actors and stakeholders. Of 

additional value was the explanation of the mechanisms that the entrepreneurs used to 

overcome these distinctive barriers, like activism, resulting in legitimacy building with local 

and non-local actors and stakeholders. Thus, we make the following propositions: 

Proposition 1: Sustainable entrepreneurs in fragile socio-ecological contexts who are able to 

communicate their purpose to local actors and stakeholders (through activism) are more likely 

to establish consequential legitimacy of their enterprise and build common cognitions than 

others. 
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The cognition spanning barriers were countered by building consequential legitimacy. 

Consequential legitimacy is when an organisation is evaluated by its outputs and 

consequences (Suchman, 1995). By focusing the attention of the audience (customers, local 

community and incumbents) on the outcomes of their enterprise (quality and sustainable 

products), they are able to legitimize their existence even if their actions go against industry 

norms (higher prices for products or services). 

For instance: 

“…now is that I would rather put this well one or two (currency) and serve it smiling and make 

my money to the ones who would like to pay a bit more. For taking care of the local community 

and the local grown stuff…” (S3)  

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Proposition 2: Sustainable entrepreneurs in fragile socio-ecological contexts who are able 

to collaborate with non-local actors and stakeholders (through activism), are more likely to 

establish exchange and procedural legitimacy, and thereby acquire previously unavailable 

resources for their enterprise (overcome locale barriers) than others. 

To counteract locale barriers, the entrepreneurs-built exchange and procedural legitimacy. 

Exchange legitimacy is created when the recipient actors or stakeholders expect a beneficial 

value from the relationship (Crossley et al., 2021; Suchman, 1995). In our case, by cooperating 

Figure 4.3: Conceptual framework for overcoming cognitive spanning barrier 
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with actors such as nature organisations for certification, the entrepreneurs offered these 

actors an opportunity to communicate their values to the entrepreneurs’ customers, while at 

the same time helping the entrepreneurs achieve their environmental conservation goals. 

Further, by carrying out their business in a sustainable way, in the absence of clear procedures 

and measurements of sustainability, sustainable entrepreneurs earn the business moral clout 

to make demands. Thus by establishing procedural legitimacy (Crossley et al., 2021; Suchman, 

1995) with actors and stakeholders, sustainable entrepreneurs made strides such as acquiring 

licenses from local authorities, despite the lack of support for tourism from these authorities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Proposition 3: Sustainable entrepreneurship in fragile socio-ecological contexts who are 

able to demonstrate new industry norms, through activism, are more likely to establish 

structural legitimacy and access knowledge and innovation lacking in their enterprise than 

others. 

Finally, to overcome growth limitations such as lack of research and development capacity, 

and limited staff, the entrepreneurs built structural legitimacy. Structural legitimacy is 

achieved by operating sustainably, making the enterprise known as sustainable and thus 

worthy of support (Crossley et al., 2021; Suchman, 1995). For instance, through having 

Figure 4.4: Conceptual framework for overcoming locale barriers for sustainable 
entrepreneurship, by building exchange and procedural legitimacy, through activism, in 
protected areas 

Combination of Protected Area characteristics 
– varied non-local actors and stakeholders, 

semi-remoteness 

Distinctive barriers for 
sustainable 

entrepreneurship – Locale 

A
ct

iv
is

m
 

re
sp

o
n

se
s 

Specific legitimacy 
built – exchange and 
procedural legitimacy 

Sustainable 
entrepreneurship in 

Protected Areas 

In
te

n
si

fy
 

Other 
mechanisms
: such as 
relocation 



 

107 
 

training for employees on-site the entrepreneurs ensured that their enterprise carried out its 

activities aligned to sustainability principles. The entrepreneurs also encouraged internships 

from students in order to broaden their knowledge as they lacked in-house research and 

development capability. These structural actions assisted them to overcome capability barriers 

and in this way establish their structural legitimacy – ‘right people for the job’ (Suchman, 

1995). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From our study we reasoned that the sustainable entrepreneurs in protected areas broadly 

applied three approaches in order to build varied forms of legitimacy, through the vehicle of 

activism. These approaches enabled them to overcome the barriers they encountered. Thus, 

activism responses resulted in building of varied forms of legitimacy. The legitimacy in turn 

results In the acquisition of resources and markets previously un-available to the 

entrepreneurs. By applying these conceptualisations of legitimacy building and linking to the 

concept of activism, we are able to show and explain how sustainable entrepreneurs located in 

fragile socio-ecological contexts operate.  

Our study show that by engaging in legitimacy building activities sustainable entrepreneurs 

have a chance to connect with varied actors, like those present in protected areas, (Argade et 

al., 2021), demonstrate their concern for nature and society (McKeever et al., 2015), and 

develop shared interests with the various actors and stakeholders, thus bridging cognitions. 

By building legitimacy sustainable entrepreneurs generate social capital (De Clercq & 

Figure 4.5: Conceptual framework for overcoming sector related barriers for sustainable 
entrepreneurship, by building structural legitimacy, through activism, in protected areas 
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Voronov, 2011), and contribute to the reconciling of the aims of varied actors and stakeholders, 

for sustainable development (Piñeiro-Chousa et al., 2021), giving them a better chance of 

successfully achieving their aims. 

4.5.2 Legitimacy building, through activism, as a facilitator for sustainable 

entrepreneurship 

Previous studies connecting entrepreneurship and activism have focused on activism as either 

an independent action for society and/or nature (Nwachukwu, 2020), a precursor for 

accountable forms of entrepreneurship (for example; social entrepreneurship) (Peng & Lin, 

2016) or a type of entrepreneurship in itself (Abebe et al., 2020). What’s more, activism is 

often viewed using the lens of political action to generate either humanitarian or 

conservational changes (Abebe et al., 2020; Broek et al., 2012).  

Our findings evidence how activism is operationalised for sustainable entrepreneurship. With 

timely actions the sustainable entrepreneurs were able to establish legitimacy with local and 

non-local stakeholders. This in turn resulted to collaborations, access to additional finances 

and resources, and the sharing of knowledge and experiences with both the local community, 

organisations and enterprises, and non-local stakeholders.  

Activism and legitimacy building have been illustrated to be essential mechanisms for the 

operations of sustainable entrepreneurs in fragile socio-ecological contexts. These areas bring 

to the fore the challenges for establishing sustainable ventures in semi-remote locations where 

local communities, incumbent enterprises and institutional practitioners have a well-

established way of co-existing. Sustainable entrepreneurship often disrupts this equilibrium 

and demand continuous improvement for social, environmental and economic benefits. 

Through legitimacy building, sustainable entrepreneurs are able to create understanding 

within the locality for their decisions that are at times contrary to existing social and 

institutional norms. In these semi-remote and fragile contexts, ‘sustainability’ alone was not 

enough justification to operate differently. Sustainable entrepreneurs had to explain their 

intentions and be consistent in their behaviour in order to be even accepted by neighbours at 

their location. Our findings therefore offer insights into how activism can be used to gain 

legitimacy for sustainable entrepreneurship, and thus increase its propensity in contexts 

beyond those highlighted by this study. 

To end, this study considered the largely undervalued role of context in the sustainable 

entrepreneurship process. By investigating legitimacy building as it relates to overcoming 

barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship in protected areas, we sort to extend Suchman's 

1995 conceptualisation of legitimacy building strategies to include how activities like activism 

can overcome barriers for sustainable entrepreneurship, under specific conditions. 
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4.5.3 Limitations of the research 

This article offers original empirical insights into legitimacy building mechanisms employed 

by sustainable entrepreneurs in protected areas, to overcome barriers that they encountered. 

We collected data across three countries (the Netherlands, Germany and Denmark), which 

provided variation in terms of type of enterprises sampled, and institutional environment in 

the three countries. Getting similar insights from these different locations added to the 

generalisability of the results (Levitt, 2021) for other fragile socio-ecological contexts. Despite 

the transnationality of the data collected, the study focused on tourism related sustainable 

entrepreneurs. This is a limitation for the study since protected areas are a host for other 

economic activities such as agriculture, fishing and in some instances mining. These economic 

activities face industry unique barriers for sustainability that may not be addressed by our 

study. They therefore present opportunities for more extensive future research to confirm 

whether they face similar distinctive barriers.  

Secondly, we carried out an exploratory and qualitative study, cumulating in propositions that 

outline how legitimacy building, through activism, enabled sustainable entrepreneurs to 

overcome barriers. The qualitative design of the study availed rich interview and observational 

data, which allowed us to give insights on the role of legitimacy building in sustainable 

entrepreneurship. However, our study examined the instrumental side of legitimacy, and that 

is to the extent that establishing legitimacy benefited sustainable entrepreneurship. In this 

perspective, legitimacy is a capacity or property possessed by an organisation that can be 

possessed or exchanged or spill-over to adjacent organisations, depending on the efforts of the 

organisation (Suddaby et al., 2017). However, legitimacy is also processual, meaning it is 

socially constructed, and when an organisation attempts to build its legitimacy it experiences 

a reaction from the recipients for its action (Crossley et al., 2021; Suddaby et al., 2017). We 

captured insights from the entrepreneurs; however, we did not interrogate the response of 

community and other stakeholders to these actions. A future study could interrogate the 

response of external stakeholders to legitimacy building actions. This may yield insights that 

help guide how legitimacy building is carried out by sustainable entrepreneurs. 

4.6 Conclusion 

This study highlighted that sustainable entrepreneurs in protected area settings encounter 

distinctive barriers. Given the semi-remoteness and fragile socio-ecological context of 

protected areas, sustainable entrepreneurs need to build legitimacy to overcome the barriers, 

position their enterprise, run it and achieve sustainability purpose (Muñoz & Cohen, 2018a; 

Shrivastava & Kennelly, 2013). Our findings emphasised the importance of legitimacy building 

in semi-remote, close-knit, highly institutionalised and socio-ecologically fragile contexts – 

exemplified by our transnational protected area. By engaging with local communities and 
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incumbent enterprises during activism responses, sustainable entrepreneurs were able to gain 

trust and support for their triple bottom line aspirations. Legitimacy building, even when they 

seem disruptive, enabled them to develop relations with actors who were not directly 

connected to the enterprise, and gave them access to resources, funds and knowledge 

previously out of reach.  

In conclusion, since sustainable entrepreneurship is still an exception rather than a norm, in 

protected areas as well as other contexts, sustainable entrepreneurs will continue to face 

distinctive barriers as they compete with incumbents. These will require approaches that may 

employ both activism and legitimacy in ways that are not illustrated by our study. 
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Appendix B List of entrepreneurial meetings attended 

 

Meeting title Organisers Attendees Purpose Date 

Folder Market Local 

destination 

management 

team 

Local entrepreneurs 

Representatives from the local 

government 

Nature organisations 

Representatives from relevant 

foundations (nature and culture) 

Local tourism organisations 

Preparation for start of a new 

season 

Exchange of information between 

entrepreneurs in the locality 

Exchange of information between 

policymakers and entrepreneurs 

25th February, 

2019 

ITB 2019: Focus on 

the World Heritage 

stand 

Protected area 

World Heritage 

team and 

representatives 

from relevant 

destination 

management 

teams 

Stakeholders in tourism from all over 

the world! 

Raising awareness on the 

protected area and activities that 

take place there. 

9TH and 10th 

March, 2019 

Launch of a 

transnational (all 3 

countries) marketing 

and branding 

platform/organisation 

Destination 

management 

team 

Transnational entrepreneurs 

Representatives from the local 

government 

Nature organisations 

Representatives from relevant 

foundations (nature and culture) 

Local tourism organisations 

Launch of platform and raising 

awareness of resources available 

for entrepreneurs 

4th April, 2019 

Folder Market Local 

destination 

management 

team 

Local entrepreneurs 

Representatives from the local 

government 

Nature organisations 

Representatives from relevant 

foundations (nature and culture) 

Local tourism organisation 

Exchange of information between 

entrepreneurs in the locality 

Exchange of information between 

policymakers and entrepreneurs 

8th April, 2019 

Stakeholder meeting Local 

destination 

management 

team 

Local entrepreneurs 

Representatives from the local 

government 

Nature organisations 

Representatives from relevant 

foundations (nature and culture) 

Local tourism organisation 

Exchange of information between 

policymakers and entrepreneurs 

25th April, 

2019 

Stakeholder meeting  Transnational 

destination 

management 

team 

Entrepreneurs 

Representatives from the local 

government 

Nature organisations 

Representatives from relevant 

foundations (nature and culture) 

Local tourism organisations 

Show case resources available for 

entrepreneurs 

19th May, 2019 

Celebration of the 

National Park 

National Park 

Authority 

Local entrepreneurs 

Representatives from the local 

government 

Nature organisations 

Representatives from relevant 

foundations (nature and culture) 

Local tourism organisations 

Celebration of establishment of 

the National Park 

Reflection of progress made since 

inception. 

Exchange of information between 

policymakers and entrepreneurs 

14th 

November, 

2019 

Stakeholder meeting Local 

destination 

management 

team 

Local entrepreneurs 

Representatives from the local 

government 

Nature organisations 

Representatives from relevant 

foundations (nature and culture) 

Local tourism organisations 

Exchange of information between 

entrepreneurs in the locality 

Exchange of information between 

policymakers and entrepreneurs 

22 January, 

2020 

Stakeholder meeting 

(the Netherlands) 

Representatives 

from the World 

Heritage and the 

Province 

Destination and event management 

teams 

Relevant local government 

representatives 

Update on ongoing activities and 

possible cooperation activities 

Monthly from 

28th October 

2019 - 

Ongoing 
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