
Elli Verhulst, Lise Aaboen, and Simon Jebsen*

Editorial: Sustainability in Entrepreneurship and Small- and 
Medium-Sized Enterprises

The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are ubiquitous today. The SDG 
Business Forum (2017) recognised businesses’ vital role in delivering the promise 
of sustainable and inclusive development. Until now, most academic research has 
focused on sustainability in large companies. This stands in stark contrast to the 
number of small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and start-ups, representing 
9 out of 10 enterprises in Europe (European Commission, 2020), thereby playing 
a significant role in controlling the industry’s footprint and contribution to a more 
sustainable society (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). In business ecosystems, SMEs 
act as customers, suppliers and complementors (Cenamor, 2021; Theodoraki et 
al., 2018), so as a group, they are influential actors controlling the resource flows. 
There are still many unanswered questions about approaching sustainability in 
entrepreneurship and SMEs. To become sustainable, entrepreneurs and SMEs need 
to consider social and environmental aspects in their business operations, in addi-
tion to being financially sound. Even though entrepreneurs and SMEs have many 
similar challenges, they are also different. Entrepreneurs start with a sustainable 
mission that may be challenged over time, while SMEs transfer to embed sustain-
ability within an existing mission. Over the years, the research on sustainability 
in existing businesses has moved from an end-of-life focus looking at technical 
solutions for material recycling to reducing resources throughout the life cycle of 
products and services. A recent literature review by Cillo et al. (2019) emphasised 
internal managerial issues related to sustainability in innovation activities, studying 
structures, resources, capabilities and processes that can support environmental and 
social aims in innovation management. This resonates with Schaltegger and Wagn-
er’s (2011) study that proposed a comprehensive framework that can seamlessly 
integrate sustainable entrepreneurship with sustainable innovation. This approach 
assesses a company’s environmental and social orientation and its market impact, 
thereby providing valuable insights for both theoretical understanding and practical 
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application in identifying those firms that are likely to advance in sustainability 
innovation. In addition, sustainability in entrepreneurship is an emerging and 
fast-growing research area (Hummels & Argyrou, 2021; Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011), 
with a focus on innovation, business models and the broader implications for sus-
tainable development and societal well-being (Malpani & Ghosh, 2022; Ostermann 
et al., 2021).

This special issue focuses on three research topics indicated in recent research 
(Terán-Yépez et al., 2020; Sreenivasan & Suresh, 2023) that are receiving growing 
attention and need further exploration.

First, there is agreement on the need for a transition towards sustainability in 
entrepreneurship and SMEs. In this context, it is crucial to highlight the differences 
between SMEs and entrepreneurship. While SMEs adapt their business model 
towards sustainability (Caldera et al., 2019), nascent entrepreneurs start sustainable 
businesses (Vuorio, 2017). Previous research has gathered insights into the drivers 
and barriers during the integration process, showing that the route to take is 
seldom straightforward (Álvarez Jaramillo et al., 2019; Davies & Chambers, 2018). 
A growing number of studies in this field have focused on the shift from tradition-
al to sustainable business models (Tsvetkova et al., 2020), whereby embedding 
sustainability in the business model can lead to hybridity tensions or dilemmas, 
such as sustainable resources of supply versus resources focusing on convenience 
and costs (Davies & Chambers, 2018). Recent studies moved the research in this 
field from a value chain towards an ecosystem perspective of sustainable business 
models, diving deeper into the innovation processes of such business models while 
pointing out the need for studying interconnections between business models and 
collaboration between stakeholders in the ecosystem (Bocken et al., 2019; Snihur 
& Bocken, 2022). Moreover, researchers have also advocated the inclusion of the 
social dimension, addressing processes of good work, organised well-being, fairness 
and inclusion (Lueg & Jebsen, 2024), as well as empowerment and engagement 
(Edmondson, 2019; Hauff & Rastetter, 2021; Verhulst & Boks, 2014).

Second, several tools have been proposed in the literature to support small business 
managers in increasing their awareness and improving their businesses’ environ-
mental and social performance (Johnson, 2013). These tools for integrating sus-
tainability range from supporting environmental management systems (EMS) and 
environmental, social and governance reporting (ESG) to sustainability assessments, 
sustainable design and sustainable business model innovations. More research is 
needed on how sustainability tools can be adapted to specific contexts to ensure the 
adoption of the tools (Delgado-Serrano et al., 2016). This entails adaptations from 
approaches fitting the characteristics of larger existing companies to those of small 
businesses or start-ups.

Finally, sustainability challenges require competencies for sustainable development 
and entrepreneurship—generic and specific knowledge, skills and attitudes—to 
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tackle future complex sustainability challenges (Ploum et al., 2018; UNESCO, 
2022). Higher education plays a significant role in educating future change agents 
(Zhou et al., 2020). More specifically, entrepreneurship education is highlighted 
as a crucial component of education for sustainable development (Zahrani, 2022). 
Several entrepreneurship education approaches have enabled universities to educate 
change agents in all disciplines (Aadland & Aaboen, 2020; Neergård et al., 2022), 
as evidenced by a recent study that revealed five distinct profiles among business 
students based on their sustainable and entrepreneurial attitudes, highlighting the 
need for targeted educational strategies that address the varied entrepreneurial 
intentions within these groups to effectively foster sustainable business practices 
(Jebsen et al., 2023). International collaborative educational initiatives present 
the teaching frameworks, methods and tools that connect sustainability with en-
trepreneurship education (Fauske et al., 2022; Zitek, 2021). However, there is a 
need for additional theoretical and empirical insights into which and how learning 
philosophies and pedagogical theories support sustainability and the role that cur-
ricular and extra-curricular sustainability initiatives play in moving entrepreneurial 
universities towards a sustainable transition.

In conclusion, this special issue highlights the need to explore critical research 
topics in sustainability, entrepreneurship, and SMEs further. Although significant 
strides have been made in these areas, additional theoretical and empirical insights 
remain needed to advance the understanding of sustainability in entrepreneurship 
and SMEs and support the transition towards a more sustainable future.

This Special Issue: The Process and Its Content
This special issue was connected to the Its21 conference in Trondheim, Norway 
2022, with the theme ‘Critical perspectives and the way forward’ and a special track 
‘Sustainability in entrepreneurship and small businesses’ at the NCSB Conference 
2022 in Kolding, Denmark. In addition, there was an open call for papers for the 
special issue with a submission deadline of 31 August 2022. The submitted papers 
were sent for double-blind review with at least two reviewers for each paper, and the 
four papers that were finally accepted were through two to three rounds of review.

The four papers in this special issue bring together research addressing topics related 
to the integration of sustainability in SMEs, entrepreneurship, and learning for 
sustainability. Many of the articles focused on the methods, tools, and frameworks 
for sustainability, indicating the need for companies to provide more practical 
support in the integration process of sustainability in their businesses.

Simon et al. (this issue) investigate the underlying resources and capabilities when 
small agrifood firms integrate sustainability in their value chains in northern 
Germany, using a natural resource-based view. The authors find that stakeholder 
alignment in integrating sustainability is particularly important for these firms. 
Product stewardship and local philanthropy are highly related to this stakeholder 
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alignment. The practical impact of increasing the level of sustainability is large 
because the agrifood industry has traditionally been connected to adverse environ-
mental impacts.

Küchler et al. (this issue) report on the development of a sustainability compass 
to be used by SMEs when managing sustainability. The tool includes a self-check, 
goal setting, and evaluation of fulfilment. It was developed for food manufacturing 
SMEs based on comparing eight existing frameworks. Using expert interviews, the 
tool is then critically evaluated; it is argued that the successful use of the tool de-
pends on the intrinsic motivation for sustainability among the SME's management 
and employees.

Ademi et al. (this issue) review and categorise 40 support tools for business model 
innovations for sustainability (BMIfS), which is based on the following dimensions: 
BMlfS innovation stage, BMlfS type, BMlfS component, dynamic and iterative 
perspective and validation status. A key finding is that the tools generally tend to be 
static and focus on the business model innovation process rather than sustainability. 
Furthermore, there are still no tools available for BMlfS through acquisition.

Fauske et al. (this issue) map 51 types for learning sustainable entrepreneurship 
in higher education and evaluate them using Ploum et al.’s (2018) framework. 
The paper shows that most tools are borrowed from other disciplines, emphasising 
opportunity recognition and strategy by adding sustainability rather than tools 
designed explicitly for combining entrepreneurship and sustainability. Furthermore, 
it is suggested that the effectiveness of the tools needs to be evaluated and that they 
may need to be combined in education for students to become fully equipped for 
sustainable entrepreneurial action.

Avenues for Further Research
The papers in this special issue primarily focus on tools, showing that integrating 
sustainability in SMEs depends on the context of the SME and its employees. 
Stakeholders, value chains, customers and employees need to be aligned with and 
preferably intrinsically motivated by the goals that contribute to sustainable devel-
opment. Simultaneously, the tools available to SME practitioners and educators 
for strengthening sustainability in SMEs and entrepreneurship tend to be general 
rather than context-specific and borrowed from different disciplines with other 
goals rather than designed to embed sustainability in businesses or start-ups. As 
a result, available tools mainly focus on a limited number of competencies for 
and dimensions of sustainable development. In other words, even though there is 
consensus in previous research that a transition to sustainable business is needed, 
this change has not yet become profound enough to develop tools for SMEs to 
support this transition. The research so far has primarily focused on the tools for 
strategic thinking and planning connected to business models, while other areas 
that may be particularly relevant for embedding sustainability in SMEs and among 
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entrepreneurs—such as tools for measuring outcomes and impact—remain largely 
unexplored.

Fauske et al. (in this issue), Küchler et al. (in this issue) and Ademi et al. (in 
this issue) all emphasise that the current tools for sustainability are static and 
simplistic. Future research on the development of tools for sustainability in SMEs 
and entrepreneurship needs to move beyond business models and facilitate activities 
other than strategising. This means that future tool development should incorpo-
rate interdisciplinarity to develop tools that align with the wicked problems with 
complicated interdependencies that sustainability challenges can be characterised as 
(Pryshlakivsky & Searcy, 2013). We encourage the design of iterative dynamic tools 
that focus on these interdependencies. Furthermore, future tools should facilitate 
interdisciplinary collaboration, often considered a prerequisite for organisations be-
coming sustainable (Koria et al., 2011), but it seldom receives substantial attention 
or support. Moreover, the tool by Küchler et al. (in this issue) assumes that SMEs 
use it several times to build on the results of the last use, but many tools are 
primarily designed for planning the transition. Based on this, we suggest that more 
tools be developed to measure the outcome and impact of the transition towards 
sustainability.

According to Snihur and Bocken (2022) and Theodoraki et al. (2018), sustainabili-
ty research is moving from value chains to sustainable ecosystems. This highlights 
the interdependencies mentioned above and the need to continuously interact with 
a multitude of stakeholders. Simon et al. (in this issue) mention the importance 
of stakeholders when transitioning to sustainability. These studies emphasise the 
particular importance of SMEs by considering the surrounding ecosystem. Even 
though SMEs as a group play essential roles in ecosystems and the transfer to 
the sustainability of these ecosystems, individual SMEs have limited control and 
power in the ecosystem while simultaneously depending on it to survive. SMEs 
need to negotiate to develop their sustainability levels continuously. Hence, we 
encourage more research on how SMEs and start-ups should act and interact in 
their ecosystems over time to develop their level of sustainability.

Sustainability tools are only tools and, as mentioned by Küchler et al. (in this issue), 
their result depends on the user’s motivation. For the tools to be helpful, SMEs and 
entrepreneurs need to have the competence to know when and how to use these 
tools and what other activities they need to do to support sustainable development. 
Fauske et al. (this issue) show that sustainable entrepreneurship education tends to 
revolve around the concept as well as how to plan and which issues to consider 
when managing sustainability. However, in the entrepreneurship education litera-
ture, action-based education and experience-based learning have become established 
forms of education to emphasise entrepreneurial action (Neck & Corbett, 2018; 
Verzat et al., 2017). Because it is an action towards sustainable development that 
is needed on several levels, not only managerial thinking, we also encourage a shift 
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in sustainable entrepreneurship education towards action-based learning. This shift 
also calls for developing train-the-trainer courses and tools that can help educators 
from different disciplines teach sustainable entrepreneurship or transition towards 
sustainability as part of their courses. Even though Fauske et al. (this issue) mention 
studies in higher education for sustainable entrepreneurship and educating future 
employees for SMEs, a similar competence development must also occur among 
management and employees inside and around existing SMEs.

This special issue presents promising research on developing tools for SMEs transi-
tioning to sustainability and enhancing sustainable entrepreneurship education; it 
suggests exciting future research directions for fostering interdisciplinarity, practical 
action in education, and navigating complex ecosystems involving multiple stake-
holders. However, given that the logic of sustainability is counterintuitive compared 
with traditional entrepreneurship based on growth, only a small portion of new 
ventures may be classified as sustainability transformers (Olteanu & Fichter, 2022). 
Moreover, because several stakeholders are involved in transitioning to sustainability 
and developing new ventures, policy regulations need to accelerate this shift. Given 
the complexity of sustainability at the societal level, further research is needed to 
investigate efficient policy regulations and how they may be implemented among 
entrepreneurs, SMEs and larger companies.
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