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a b s t r a c t

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development (WECD) provided a seminal definition
of sustainable development, which has become the landmark for countless governments, businesses and
civil society organizations to contribute to a sustainable world. And yet, it is precisely the nuanced
approach of the WECD e focusing simultaneously on the protection of nature, the creation of economic
welfare, and social inclusion that threatens the boundaries of the Earth system. Governments and en-
terprises fail to respect the planetary boundaries. Hence, they compromise the ability of future gener-
ations to meet their needs. Their focus on economic value creation for present generations ignores to a
large extent the potential consequences for generations to come and creates a ‘tragedy of the commons’.
As a result, many enterprises unjustifiably picture themselves as contributing to sustainable develop-
ment. This calls for a revised definition of sustainable development that allows for the pursuit of eco-
nomic growth but requires compliance with the planetary boundaries. A potential way out of the tragedy
is offered by sustainable entrepreneurship that promotes economic growth while intends to overcome
sustainability related challenges through the creation and distribution of solutions. However, sustainable
entrepreneurs and enterprises should be more explicit about their contribution to the transgression of
the planetary boundaries along the lines of a more strictly defined concept of sustainable development.
An example of a leading company is provided that operationalizes sustainable development in a way to
not transgress these boundaries.

© 2020 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

1The world today is not sustainable, not resilient and not fair for
the majority of mankind. Human activity, and more in particular
economic activity, pushes the planet beyond its natural boundaries.
Some of the most significant challenges to what Reid et al. (2010)
have called the ‘Earth system’,2 relate to its planetary boundaries
rsity.nl (H. Hummels), a.

onymous reviewers for their
e. The quality of our work has

’ as “the physical, chemical,
interactions that together
ding its biota and human
(Rockstr€om et al., 2009a, 2009b; Steffen et al., 2015) and its human
carrying capacity (Brown et al., 1987; Ehrlich, 1968). More in
particular the challenges include, inter alia, excessive air and water
pollution, deforestation, natural resource scarcity, climate change,
overpopulation, migration, massive poverty, social inequality,
discrimination, and the consequences of war including terrorism.
These challenges to the climate and the natural environment have
been the result of only a few centuries of industrial economic
development, with limited attention for environmental and social
externalities. Except for a scarce antecedent contribution (Malthus,
1826), it was only since the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent
Spring in 1962, Paul Ehrlich’s The population bomb in 1968, and the
Club of Rome’s The limits to growth in 1972, that governments,
corporations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and aca-
demics have gradually come to understand the limitations of the
once presumed limitless and never ending strive for (economic)
progress. Science and technology demonstrate that the
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consequences of the existing economic, social and environmental
challenges become threatening to the (human) existence on this
planet and to Earth as we know it (Lovelock and Margulis, 1974;
Rockstr€om et al., 2009a, 2009b). Acknowledging the Earth’s
decline, respecting its planetary boundaries is more imperative
than ever before (Salmivaara and Kibler, 2020). At the heart of
‘sustainable development’ in the way conceived by the World
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), is the
belief that economic prosperity, human development and envi-
ronmental protection are interrelated. In a world faced with envi-
ronmental degradation, inequality, injustice, poverty, and a lack of
development opportunities for people, economic growth is a sine
qua non. Although it may be true, as the WCED argues, that respect
for the environment depends on economic growth and human
progress, the ways in which previous and current societies have
implemented the agenda for development is full of conflicting in-
terests that potentially threaten life on Earth. Society is confronted
with “parallel discourses” (Redclift, 2005) on economic growth,
social development, and environmental protection (cf. Daly, 2007),
resulting in a potential clash between the interests and needs of the
present generations and the ability of future generations to meet
their needs (WCED,1987;Mebratu,1998). Oneway to overcome the
potential dichotomy between present and future generations and
the tension between the discourses, is provided by ‘sustainable
entrepreneurship’. Dean and McMullen (2007, p. 58) define sus-
tainable entrepreneurship as: “the process of discovering, evalu-
ating, and exploiting economic opportunities that are present in
market failures which detract from sustainability, including those
that are environmentally relevant”. There is a positive undertone in
this type of entrepreneurship that can potentially help to address
the environmental decline of the planet while respecting the
planetary boundaries. Increasingly, enterprises ranging from small
startups tomultinationals claim to contribute to a more sustainable
future. A case in point is provided by the American Business
Roundtable (2019). In its restatement of the purpose of the cor-
poration, the Roundtable commits to respecting the people in our
communities and protecting the environment “by embracing sus-
tainable practices across our businesses” (American Business
Roundtable, 2019). When markets increasingly offer opportunities
for producing and selling environmentally friendly products and
services, which are widely adopted by previously unrestrained
advocates of shareholder capitalism, society may be looking at the
emperor’s new clothes. Even though sustainable entrepreneurship
can make a significant contribution in improving environmental
sustainability while running a profitable business (cf. Davies and
Chambers, 2018; Dean and McMullen, 2007; Gast et al., 2017;
Horne et al., 2020; Pinkse and Groot, 2015; Teran-Yepez et al.,
2020), numerous enterprises fail to balance the needs of present
and future generations by insufficiently respecting the planetary
boundaries. This partly has to do with the lack of clarity in the
definition of the WCED, which does not set strict limits to envi-
ronmental degradation. In order to overcome this lack of clarity, we
will critically assess the concept of sustainable development and
describe how it is being used in the sustainable entrepreneurship
literature. This will be followed by an analysis of sustainable en-
trepreneurship’s potential to address “market failures which
detract from sustainability” (Dean and McMullen, 2007, p. 58)
while respecting the planetary boundaries. As a result, we propose
a stricter definition of ‘sustainable development’ than that of the
WCED.

2. The concept of sustainable development

From 1983 to 1987, the WCEDe also known and referred to in
this article interchangeably as the ‘Brundtland Commission’ e
investigated the environmental, social, and governance challenges
that global society faced in the 1980s (WCED, 1987). Human and
ecological survival was tightly coupled to uneven development,
population growth and increasing poverty. “They all place un-
precedented pressures on the planet’s lands, waters, forests, and
other natural resources, not least in the developing countries”
(WCED, 1987, p. 14). In its report, Our Common Future, the Brundt-
land Commission outlined new opportunities for economic growth,
based on policies that sustain and expand the environmental
resource base (WCED, 1987). Growth is “absolutely essential to
relieve the great poverty that is deepening in much of the devel-
oping world” (WCED,1987, p. 18). To accommodate the needs of the
developing world, the Brundtland Commission introduced the
concept of ‘sustainable development’ as a development that:
“meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations tomeet their own needs” (WCED,1987, p. 24).

Obviously, this formula is vague and the Brundtland Commis-
sion is aware of the elusiveness of the concept, when it acknowl-
edges that “sustainable development is not a fixed state of
harmony, but rather a process of change in which the exploitation
of resources, the direction of investments, the orientation of tech-
nological development, and institutional change are made consis-
tent with future as well as present needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 25).
What makes sustainable development such a challenging concept,
is the interrelatedness between economic prosperity, human
development and environmental protection. Poverty, for instance,
negatively impacts sustainable development, according to the
Brundtland Commission (WCED, 1987). Aworld inwhich poverty is
endemic will continue to provide ecological challenges on a global
scale that push the boundaries of life on this planet. It is for this
reason that the Brundtland Commission calls upon government for
“a return to multilateralism” and “cooperation” (WCED, 1987, p. 12)
to overcome poverty, while acknowledging that “at a minimum,
sustainable development must not endanger the natural systems
that support life on Earth” (WCED, 1987, p. 44). It is precisely the
vagueness of the Brundtland Commission’s operationalization of
sustainable development, providing no guidance regarding the
endangering of the natural systems, that has contributed to trans-
gression of the planetary boundaries.
3. How ‘sustainable’ is sustainable development?

The focus on economic growth leads to the question whether
sustainable development becomes an oxymoron ever since past
generations have put economic growth center stage without giving
too much notice to the negative externalities (cf. Daly, 2007;
Lankoski, 2016; Mebratu, 1998). Over time, the moral claim of eq-
uity and sustainability in Our common future (WCED, 1987) has
turned into a utilitarian outlook towards the future we have in
common e or more accurately: the tragedy we have in common
(Hardin, 1968). To better understand the fundamental flaw in the
conceptualization of ‘sustainable development’ in Our Common
Future we have to go back in history. When John Locke (1689)
argued for adding one’s labour to the commons and produce and
appropriate the outcomes of this labour, he imposed two re-
strictions. The first deals with the limitation of production to that
amount that people consume. Hewas the first to call for a ‘nowaste



H. Hummels, A. Argyrou / Journal of Cleaner Production 278 (2021) 123804 3
policy’. The second limitation or proviso was that production and
appropriation are allowed as long as there is still enough and as good
left for others. In the words of Locke (1689, p. 118): “Nobody could
think himself injured by the drinking of another man, though he
took a good draught, who had a whole river of the same water left
him to quench his thirst. And the case of land and water, where
there is enough of both, is perfectly the same.” In the 17th century,
production and appropriation may have respected this Lockean
proviso,3 but in the 21st century, it is mainly the developed world
that continues to add livestock to the commons thereby leaving
“not enough and as good” for the developing world behind e now
and in the future. As Salmivaara and Kibler (2020) demonstrate,
present generations endorse entrepreneurial activities presumed to
contribute to sustainable development, while ignoring the possi-
bility that entrepreneurship “potentially produce[s] negative out-
comes” (Salmivaara and Kibler, 2020, p. 24).

Finding solutions to the grand environmental challenges of
present times, while creating economic growth, has raised ques-
tions about the elusiveness of ‘sustainable development’ (Brown
et al., 1987; Lankoski, 2016; Pater and Cristea, 2016; Shearman,
1990; White, 2013). What are the needs of the present and future
generations? What is the relation between the limits to the envi-
ronment and economic growth? Do we really need economic
growth as Brundtland Commission claims, or do we need a redis-
tribution of access to and outcomes of economic prosperity while
limiting the use of natural resources? The World Bank already
noticed in 1985 that sustainable economic development depends
on sound environmental management (Holdren et al., 1995). Ac-
cording to the authors, such sustainable development requires a
process or condition “that can be maintained indefinitely without
progressive diminution of valued qualities inside or outside the
system in which the process operates or the condition prevails”
(Holdren et al., 1995, p. 3; cf. IUCN, 1991). This “dictionary defini-
tion” is not particularly helpful to guide practical decision-making
(Holdren et al., 1995; Constanza and Patten, 1995). Sustainable
development requires tough choices. Some of these choices come
from the fact that “our planet has fundamental limits imposed by
physics and biology, and we humans cannot sustain activities that
go far beyond those fundamental limits. Naturally, these limits are
not always immediate and absolute: we can often cross a limit for a
while, but we can’t stay there sustainably without risking great
harm to the environment and society.” (Foley, 2017, p. 251) As a
result, Sachs (2004) points out, sustainable development requires
making political choices. No technical solution can solve economic,
social and environmental system problems (Hardin, 1968). Society
is faced with what Hardin called ‘the tragedy of the commons’,
resulting in individual appropriation of common goods and not
leave behind “enough and as good” for others. Hardin pictured a
common pasture in which it is rational for each herdsman to keep
as many cattle as possible and maximize his utility. This strategy
works well, as long as there are no limits to the commons and every
herdsman can add cattle without having a negative impact on other
herdsmene either qualitatively or quantitatively. Unfortunately for
the present generations, “at this point, Hardin (1968, p. 1244)
writes, the inherent logic of the commons remorselessly generates
tragedy”.

Based on the definition of planetary boundaries (Rockstr€om
3 Locke himself, however, was already skeptical about this idea when he de-
scribes in section 35 the situation in England, “where there are many people living
under a government” that “no-one can enclose or appropriate any part of any
common land without the consent of all his fellow-commoners”. In Locke’s world,
at the end of the 17th century, there was “land enough in the world to suffice twice
as many people as there are” (Locke, 1689 section 36).
et al., 2009a, 2009b), scientist have become increasingly critical
about the notion of sustainable development and argue for the
need to set absolute limits. The first step to redefine sustainable
development was taken by Griggs et al. (2013, p. 306). The authors
described it as: “the development that meets the needs of the
present while safeguarding Earth’s life-support system, on which
the welfare of current and future generations depends” (Griggs
et al., 2014, p. 49). This definition, however, is still in need of
clear demarcation lines to prevent transgression of essential envi-
ronmental thresholds. As Foley (2017) argues, since we cannot
break the laws of physics, society has to respect the boundaries of
the “safe operating space” (Rockstr€om et al., 2009a, 2009b; Steffen
et al., 2015) and limit emissions that structurally and over a long
period of time transgress these boundaries in nine critical areas:
climate change, novel entities, stratospheric ozone depletion, at-
mospheric aerosol loading, ocean acidification, biochemical flows
(nitrogen and phosphorus), freshwater use, land-system change,
biosphere integrity, genetic diversity.4 The urgency of taking
measures is determined by the extent and the duration with which
the boundaries are exceeded. At present, this means that action is
most required in areas dealing with nitrogen, phosphorus, genetic
diversity (Steffen et al., 2015), and fresh water (Jaramillo and
Destouni, 2015). Emissions may have gone beyond “the zone of
uncertainty” in other areas as well. That means that they pose a
direct threat to specific parts or regions of the Earth system and
require remedy. The size and nature of this remediation are, how-
ever, a matter of “analytic deliberations” (Dietz et al., 2003; Sachs,
2004) e the process of bringing together stakeholders in a
science-based process of consensus building.

Past, current and future generations are not the ‘Lockean
owners’ of our planet. Society cannot freely decide about the pro-
duction and appropriation of the outputs and outcomes of our la-
bour without at least protecting the ability of future generations to
meet their needs. As the business world e ranging from agriculture
to fossil fuel exploitation and from transportation to utilities and
(financial) service industries e significantly contributes to the
transgression of the limits, the private sector has an important role
to play in overcoming the tragedy. Increasingly, enterprises and
corporations say that they take sustainable development seriously
as part of their business models (Hart and Milstein, 2003; Hockerts
and Wüstenhagen, 2010; York and Venkataraman, 2010). However,
the question arises if and to what extent the latest insights
regarding the planetary boundaries have been sufficiently reflected
in the study of sustainable businesses, including sustainable
entrepreneurship. As sustainable entrepreneurs are at the forefront
of creating economic growth that leads to positive externalities for
the planet (Liu et al., 2018; Reid et al., 2010; Walker, 2009), do they
respect the boundaries and contribute to a reduction of the emis-
sions towater, soil and air? The remainder of this article explores to
what extent sustainable entrepreneurship, in its attempts to
contribute to sustainable development, takes into account the idea
of planetary boundaries. In the next section, we will assess the
extent to which the sustainable entrepreneurship literature posi-
tions itself in explicitly assessing:

- Negative externalities created through sustainable entrepre-
neurial interventions;

- Compliance with the planetary boundaries; and
4 We need to understand that these nine boundaries are mainly the result of our
past production and appropriation processes. This means that the planetary
boundaries do not consist of a fixed set of environmental challenges and can change
over time as a result of our current and future economic taking of the commons.
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- Strategies to balance the constituent elements of sustainable
development, being economic prosperity, environmental pro-
tection and human development.

As an illustration, Interface Inc. will be introduced as a company
that actively reduces its emissions and waste and collaborates with
partners to reduce the value chain’s environmental footprint.

4. The concept of sustainable entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurs always play some role in society (Baumol, 1990, p.
894), leading to numerous innovations including, but not limited to,
the introduction of a new good or service, the improvement of
present goods and services, the use of new production methods,
entering a new market, or carrying out the new organization of an
industry by creating, for example, a monopoly (Schumpeter, 1934).
According to Baumol (1990), the role of entrepreneurship in busi-
ness may be significant, but is not always productive. It sometimes
includes activities of questionable value to society, such as emitting
greenhouse gasses and contributing to global warming. Entrepre-
neurship, as the pursuit of opportunities (Stevenson et al., 1989)
beyond the resources controlled by the entrepreneur (Eisenmann,
2013), should therefore be scrutinized for the creation of positive
and negative (environmental) outputs and outcomes.

Entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship research particularly
regard the understanding of the discovery, exploitation and crea-
tion of entrepreneurial opportunities (Carter, 2006; Dean and
McMullen, 2007; Venkataraman, 1997). Entrepreneurs depend on
business opportunities to seek value-creation. Such opportunities
might exist due to “the partitioning of knowledge among in-
dividuals” which do not possess the same information concerning
the market economy and/or market failures (Venkataraman, 1997,
p. 122). Influencing factors are, among others, “information asym-
metry and prior knowledge”, “social networks”, “the entrepreneur’
personality traits” and/or “type of opportunity” (Ardichvili et al.,
2003, p. 106). Under an effectuation logic and in complex situa-
tions the entrepreneurial process might regard the “creation of the
opportunity” apart from opportunity discovery and identification
(Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 249). However, several obstacles prohibit op-
portunity exploitation, identification and discovery (Dean and
McMullen, 2007). These obstacles can be inherent in market fail-
ures (Dean and McMullen, 2007, p. 61), inhibiting the efficient
functioning of the market. Often, there are externalities, i.e. costs or
benefits of transactions on third parties other than those involved
in the transaction itself without their knowledge or permission
(Dean and McMullen, 2007; Santos, 2012). Depending on their
beneficial or damaging effect to third parties, externalities are
divided into positive and/or negative (Cohen andWinn, 2007; Dean
and McMullen, 2007; Santos, 2012). A negative externality is, for
instance, the cost of environmental pollution due to industrial ac-
tivity; whereas an example of a positive externality is the value of
individual education improved skills and knowledge used for the
welfare of society. Negative externalities allow the individual
benefit (e.g. earned by industrial activity) to exceed the collective
benefit (e.g. enjoying a clean environment) of society. Positive ex-
ternalities allow the collective benefit (e.g. welfare) of society to
exceed the individual benefit (e.g. education).

The market neglects negative externalities and fails to ensure
the sustainability of natural assets, as Dean and McMullen (2007,
pp. 55e56) argue. It diminishes the Earth’s ability to provide for
future generations. Traditionally and as a result of market imper-
fections, Hockerts and Wüstenhagen (2010) point out, environ-
mental scientists and economists have called for a limit to growth
(Meadows et al., 1972) and a steady state economy (Daly, 1973).
Economic progress should be “in equilibrium with basic ecological
support systems” (Strivers, 1976, quoted in Hockerts and
Wüstenhagen, 2010, p. 484). Others, like Santos (2012), refer to
the removal of (negative) externalities as an important government
responsibility. By developing institutional mechanisms, i.e. “regu-
lation”, “taxation” and/or “market”’ mechanisms governments in-
fluence corporate decision-making and contribute to discouraging
negative externalities or encouraging positive externalities (Santos,
2012, p. 341). The responsibility to remove or overcome negative
externalities, though, is not restricted to governments only. Market
players or influencers like businesses e including sustainable en-
trepreneurs e, multilateral organizations, consumers, civil society
organizations, and academics have a responsibility as well. A pro-
cess of change and societal transformation can be positively
impacted through private organizations, i.e. entrepreneurs “who
establish or modify institutions to reduce transaction costs” (Dean
and McMullen, 2007, p. 62). In doing so, they are motivated by
market failures that lead to environmental degradation and “pro-
vide entrepreneurial opportunities whose exploitation promises
profit and improvements in social welfare” (Dean and McMullen,
2007, p. 58). Entrepreneurship is therefore believed to simulta-
neously provide for institutional change and societal trans-
formation (Santos, 2012; Stål and Bonnedahl, 2016; Salmivaara and
Kibler, 2020).

Noticing the importance of balancing the demands of the
economy and the ecological support systems, the question arises
what should be sustained through entrepreneurship and what can
be developed. Shepherd and Patzelt (2011, p. 149) examine partic-
ularly “the mechanism of inducing change” based on “what is
sustained and what is developed?” in sustainable entrepreneur-
ship. The authors examine what is to be sustained, i.e.
environment-friendly institutions, community-based institutions,
and institutional trade-offs. They also examine what is to be
developed, i.e.: economic benefits, and non-economic gains for
others (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011, p. 151). The question is, how-
ever, whether and to what extent the core elements that we pre-
sented in the previous section (i.e., ex-ante assessment of negative
externalities, complying with the planetary boundaries and
balancing economic growth, environmental protection and human
development) are reflected in the wide range of definitions of
sustainable entrepreneurship. An overview of scholarly approaches
towards sustainable entrepreneurship can be found in Table 1. This
table is based on research by Mu~noz and Cohen (2018, p. 306) and
complemented with additional definitions published in the years of
2014e2019.

5. Sustainable entrepreneurship and the planetary
boundaries

The definitions of sustainable entrepreneurship in the previous
section have in common that they focus on economic value creation
and economic development, while simultaneously creating positive
social and environmental outcomes. Sustainable entrepreneurship
is perceived as a contribution to solving environmental problems
and achieving environmental protection (Cohen and Winn, 2007;
Dean and McMullen, 2007), while sizing business opportunities in
parallel (Thompson et al., 2011). With the rise of awareness among
sustainable entrepreneurs and within sustainable enterprises and
their spotting of opportunities for innovation, it is expected that
market failures will diminish (Cohen andWinn, 2007; Hockerts and
Wüstenhagen, 2010). Entrepreneurship is seen as “the engine of
sustainable development”, expecting that its innovative power
“will bring about the next industrial revolution and a more sus-
tainable future” (Pacheco et al., 2010, p. 464). This development
takes place in societies that call for a “sustainability transformation
of industry”, leading enterprises to internalize costs that were



Table 1
Scholarly definitions of the sustainable entrepreneurship concept.

Authors Definition

Crals and Vereeck (2004) Sustainable entrepreneurship is the continuing commitment by business to behave ethically and contribute to economic development while
improving the quality of life of the workforce, their families, local communities, the society and the world at large as well as future
generations

Cohen and Winn (2007) Sustainable entrepreneurship as the examination of how opportunities to bring into existence future goods and services are discovered,
created and exploited, by whom and with what economic, psychological, social and environmental consequences.

Dean and McMullen (2007) Sustainable entrepreneurship is the process of discovering, evaluating and exploiting economic opportunities that are present in market
failures, which detract from sustainability, including those that are environmentally relevant.

Katsikis and
Kyrgidou (2007)

Sustainable entrepreneurship is the teleological process aiming at the achievement of sustainable development, by discovering, evaluating
and exploiting opportunities and creating value that produces economic prosperity, social cohesion and environmental protection.

Parrish and Foxon (2006) Sustainability-driven entrepreneurship describes those entrepreneurial activities in which the central guiding purpose is to make a
substantial contribution to sustainable development. More specifically, sustainability entrepreneurs design ventures with the primary
intention of contributing to improved environmental quality and social well-being in ways that are mutually supportive.

Tilley and Young (2006) A sustainability entrepreneur is an individual who holistically integrates the goals of economic, social and environmental entrepreneurship
into an organization that is sustainable in its goal and sustainable in its form of wealth generation.

O’Neill et al. (2006) Sustainability entrepreneurship is a process of venture creation that links the activities of entrepreneurs to the emergence of value-creating
enterprises that contribute to the sustainable development of the socialeecological system.

Hockerts and
Wüstenhagen (2010)

Sustainable entrepreneurship is the discovery and exploitation of economic opportunities through the generation of market disequilibria
that initiate the transformation of a sector towards an environmentally and socially more sustainable state.

Pacheco et al. (2010) Sustainable entrepreneurship is the discovery, creation, evaluation and exploitation of opportunities to create future goods and services that
is consistent with sustainable development goals.

Kuckertz and
Wagner (2010)

Sustainable development-oriented entrepreneurs are those individuals with entrepreneurial intentions who aim to manage a triple bottom
line.

Patzelt and Shepherd (2011) Sustainable entrepreneurship is the discovery, creation and exploitation of opportunities to create future goods and services that sustain the
natural and/or communal environment and provide development gain for others.

Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) Sustainable entrepreneurship is focused on the preservation of nature, life support and community in the pursuit of perceived opportunities
to bring into existence future products, processes and services for gain, where gain is broadly construed to include economic and non-
economic gains to individuals, the economy and society.

Schaltegger and
Wagner (2011)

Sustainable entrepreneurship can be described as an innovative, market-oriented and personality-driven form of creating economic and
societal value by means of breakthrough environmentally or socially beneficial market or institutional innovations.

Lans et al. (2014) Sustainable entrepreneurship is seen as a way of generating competitive advantage by identifying sustainability as new business
opportunities, resulting in new and sustainable products, methods of production or ways of organizing business processes in a sustainable
way.

Belz and Binder (2017) Sustainable entrepreneurship is the recognition, development and exploitation of opportunities by individuals to bring into existence future
goods and services with economic, social and ecological gains.
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previously carried by society (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010, p.
484).5 Sustainable development, in this respect, is mainly reflected
as the simultaneous improvement of economic prosperity and
welfare, environmental quality and protection, social cohesion and
well-being, while leaving unclear whether sustainable entrepre-
neurship leads to a socially just and ecologically sustainable society
(Hall et al., 2010). The vague references to ecological sustainability,
such as “sustainable development of the social-ecological system”

(O’Neill et al., 2006 p. 34), sustaining “the natural and/or communal
environment” (Patzelt and Shepherd, 2010, p. 2), preserving “na-
ture, life support and community” (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011, p.
137), “bring into existence future goods and services with eco-
nomic, social and ecological gains” (Belz and Binder, 2017, p. 2) are,
therefore, a cause of concern. Nowhere, do the definitions address
the tension between potentially irreplaceable ecological support
systems and the transgression of the limits to these systems. They
do not call for an ex-ante assessment of the potential environ-
mental downside of economic value creation, nor do they address
the need to protect the planetary boundaries. The potential failure
of the manifestations of sustainable entrepreneurship in protecting
and promoting sustainable development that respects the plane-
tary boundaries therefore requires alertness (Thompson et al.,
2011) toward the consequences of the activities and behaviors of
businesses, including sustainable entrepreneurs, and their impact
on these boundaries.
5 Internalizing costs is just one way for innovation to contribute to sustainable
development. New products and services can also be designed in ways that pre-
vious cost no longer exist.
5.1. The contribution of sustainable entrepreneurship

We do acknowledge the positive contribution of sustainable and
environmental entrepreneurship to create a world in which the
simultaneous preservation and development of the Earth system is
enacted (Austin et al., 2006; Emerson, 2003; Zahra et al., 2008). This
is not only achieved through the products and services designed,
developed, produced, marketed and recycled by sustainable en-
trepreneurs, but also through political action (Dean and McMullen,
2007; Cohen and Winn, 2007; Pacheco et al., 2010; Pinkse and
Groot, 2015). Through collective action sustainable entrepreneurs
can influence policy makers in adopting policies that create or
support sustainable development (Pacheco et al., 2010; Pinkse and
Groot, 2015; Yoffie, 1988). However, these scholars point out that
sustainable entrepreneurs often have to deal with market in-
cumbents that slow down the process or even prevent progress by
stalling to protect their short-term interests e evenwithin industry
associations that cautiously promote change (Pinkse and Groot,
2015, p. 647). The omission to sufficiently address the limits to
economic growth becomes problematic when even leaders in the
sustainability indices continue to contribute to the transgression of
the planetary boundaries (Borland et al., 2016). Obviously, most
conceptualizations of sustainable development e and some of
sustainable entrepreneurship e pre-dated Rockstr€om et al.’s
(2009a, 2009b) publications on the planetary boundaries. The
time has come to better understand the real impact that entre-
preneurial economic activity has on our social, environmental and
economic system in general and on the planetary boundaries in
particular. To what extent do entrepreneurs respect or violate the
boundaries of the Earth system and help to solve the environmental
challenges related to these boundaries? That is, to what extent are
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sustainable enterprises themselves “living within the constraints
and limits of the biophysical world” (Borland et al., 2016, p. 295)?
This calls for clarification and of integrating environmental and
ecological aspects in entrepreneurship in general and in sustainable
entrepreneurship more specifically, in sync with the current liter-
ature (Biloslavo et al., 2018; Borland et al., 2016; Broman and
Rob�ert, 2017; Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Heikkurinen et al., 2016;
Stål and Bonnedahl, 2016).

At the micro-level, there is apparent progress and an increased
environmental awareness among individuals and companies which
is assisted by industrialized and technological advancements,
including social media (Biloslavo et al., 2018). In addition, progress
has been made by companies in being more environmentally
responsible, by consumers in gradually changing their patterns of
consumption and to some extent by governments in imposing
regulatory obligations (Biloslavo et al., 2018; Stål and Bonnedahl,
2016). Despite the positive directions that entrepreneurs explore,
the question remains to what extent their efforts contribute to the
consumption of natural resources in a way that e directly or indi-
rectly e contributes to the transgression of the planetary bound-
aries. Are they aware of the externalities that their enterprises
create? Do they conduct a full assessment of the potential envi-
ronmental outcomes prior to developing new business
opportunities?

At the macro-level, the situation seems more problematic. Col-
lective firm actions have resulted in severe pollution and environ-
mental degradation (Cohen and Winn, 2007), reaffirming that
society still demonstrates the characteristics of a tragedy of the
commons. The European National Emissions Ceilings Directive
report (2019) and supportive scholarship (Biloslavo et al., 2018;
Dyllick and Muff, 2016), for instance, show a decline of the natural
environment as a result of the collective outcomes of individual
actions. The European Environment Agency (2019) indicates in the
report that emission levels are being transgressed by six EU
member states, while sixteen EU member states indicate that they
are not on track regarding there national emission levels in 2020.
The Earth’s decline is linked to the extensive use of resources for
years and to the lack of adequate business frameworks and pro-
cesses of responsible resourcing (Biloslavo et al., 2018; Broman and
Rob�ert, 2017; Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Stål and Bonnedahl, 2016).
Nonetheless, it is also linked to the ongoing debate concerning
more ecological sustainability vis-�a-vis economic competitive
advantage through technological advancements and innovation
without taking into consideration the Earth’s finite capacity
(Biloslavo et al., 2018; Borland et al., 2016; Broman and Rob�ert,
2017; Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Heikkurinen et al., 2016; Stål and
Bonnedahl, 2016). Academic approaches that try to effectively
connect both are limited. Existing conceptualizations, such as, e.g.
eco-efficiency, the business case for sustainability, and shared value
creation miss a direct reference and positioning of the organization
into the core of the biosphere (Biloslavo et al., 2018; Borland et al.,
2016; Broman and Rob�ert, 2017; Dyllick and Muff, 2016;
Heikkurinen et al., 2016; Stål and Bonnedahl, 2016). Ecological
questions are still at the periphery of organizational theory
(Heikkurinen et al., 2016). So far, most organizational scholars
reproduce anthropocentric perspectives without addressing the
ecological embeddedness of organizational activity and the de-
pendency of the economy on ecosystems in general and the plan-
etary boundaries in particular (Biloslavo et al., 2018; Borland et al.,
2016; Broman and Rob�ert, 2017; Heikkurinen et al., 2016).

Economic frameworks of competitiveness, both at the business
and market level, should not operate without reference to the
economy’s embeddedness in and its dependency on the biophysical
ecosystem (Borland et al., 2016). They should contain the “essential
aspects of ecological and social systems that need to be sustained in
order not to systemically undermine the capacity of nature and
people now and in the future”, such as the planetary boundaries
(Broman and Rob�ert, 2017, p. 22). Shepherd and Patzelt’s (2011)
definition of sustainable entrepreneurship attempts to explain
“what is to be sustained in sustainable entrepreneurship?” They
define, at a rather general and abstract level: (i) “nature” as “phe-
nomena of the physical world” which includes the “earth, biodi-
versity and ecosystems”; (ii) “sources of life” as “a source of
resources and services for the utilitarian life support of humankind”
including “the environment, natural resources, and ecosystem
services”; and finally (iii) “communities” as “a complex web of re-
lationships between a set of individuals who share values, norms,
meanings, history, and identity” including particularly “culture,
groups, and places” (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011, p.139). In addition,
the authors elaborate on “What is to be developed in sustainable
entrepreneurship?” including, i.e. “economic gains for the actor
and/or the society”, “non-economic gains to individuals” (such as
child survival, life expectancy, education, equity, and equal oppor-
tunity) and “non-economic gains to society” (meaning societal
gains which are available to all). Despite its usefulness in dis-
tinguishing between sustainable protection and value creation, the
framework of Shepherd and Patzelt (2011) e like the definition of
the Brundtland Commission e leaves open the opportunity for
trade-offs between the economic, environmental, and social in-
terests without sufficiently guaranteeing the basic requirements for
life on Earth. As a result, the framework fails to protect the envi-
ronment in a dynamic economic and political system in ways that
‘enough and as good’ is left for future generations. Moreover, their
contribution lacks guidance on what policies, activities and (inno-
vative) products and processes lead to micro- and macro-economic
progress, while complying fully with the demands of the planetary
boundaries based on the best available knowledge. This entails that
enterprises should not contribute to the transgression of the cur-
rent boundaries by the industry they are part of andminimizing the
risk that they will contribute to future transgressions that poten-
tially impact the ability of future generations to meet their needs.

5.2. Sustainable entrepreneurship and respect for the planetary
boundaries

Recently, scholars have pointed to the need of developing a
framework that acknowledges and respects the planetary bound-
aries. Stål and Bonnedahl (2016, p. 75), demonstrate that “economic
value cannot be createdwithout some input of capital originating in
nature” and recommend that a new framing is needed in sustain-
able entrepreneurship. However, the idea of continuous economic
growth is at odds with the Earth’s capacity if value creation is un-
derstood as the production and distribution of marketable goods
and services comprising materials, energy and wastewhich deplete
the Earth’s “critical natural capital” beyond market demand which
cannot be replaced (Stål and Bonnedahl, 2016, p. 76). Accordingly,
Stål and Bonnedahl (2016, p. 79) argue, entrepreneurial opportu-
nities can only be conceived as sustaining the Earth’s critical natural
capital if they are based on “circular or closed loop models”. Un-
fortunately, despite the positive contribution of circularity to pro-
tect the Earth’s critical resources, it does not necessarily and
sufficiently lead to the preservation of these resources. As Mu~noz-
Torres et al. (2018) point out, there are no guarantees that “the
circular economy paradigm maintains the Earth system without
contributing to crossing the finite boundaries of the planet”. As an
example, the authors refer to the growing demand of energy to
recycle materials as a result of the larger impact recycling has on
energy demand in comparison to the use of virgin resources
(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). A framework should, therefore, exceed
the demands for circular production, distribution and consumption
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per se, ande preferably ex-ante to developing and introducing new
products, services, interventions, et cetera e assess the planetary
impact of the entrepreneurial innovation, now and for future
generations. Thereby the framework should focus on business ac-
tivities and their environmental impact in the entire value chain
and not limit itself to the performance of individual organizations.

This leads to the conclusion that the concept of ‘sustainable
entrepreneurship’ e and the WCED definition of ‘sustainable
development’ on which it rests e in the way it currently manifests
itself, negatively impacts the ability to future generations to meet
their needs. We simply do not leave “enough and as good” behind
for generations to come. Our global society violates both John
Locke’s provisos and continues to do so as long as we do not respect
the latest scientific knowledge on the severity of our transgression
of the planetary boundaries, and the ways in which that trans-
gression takes place.

6. The way forward

In overcoming market imperfections, entrepreneurship can play
an important positive role in creating an environmentally sus-
tainable world (Cohen and Winn, 2007; Dean and McMullen,
2007). Entrepreneurial opportunities can be seized in addressing
imperfectly distributed information, flawed pricing mechanisms,
externalities, or inefficiencies and add economic and environ-
mental value for the enterprise and for society (Cohen and Winn,
2007). The larger the imperfections and the degradation of the
economically viable environment, the greater the magnitude of
entrepreneurial opportunities. As Dean and McMullen (2007, p. 52)
argue: “[b]oth increasing evidence of substantive environmental
degradation and recent market developments in renewable energy,
fuel cells, green building, natural foods, carbon emissions, and
other sectors suggest an increasing importance of opportunities for
environmental entrepreneurship”. Numerous companies
contribute measurably to economic, social and/or sustainable
progress without negatively influencing the environmental limits
of the planet. Take the example of a rating agency that provides
comprehensive and superior sustainability information. This ser-
vice does not impact the planetary boundaries. The same counts for
Closing the Loop, a global service provider that collects the vast
amount of outdated mobile phones in Africa in order to locally
retrieve valuable metals. It is turning waste into something that is
of value to local employees in several African countries, the en-
terprise itself, its customers, and society at large. But what about
the production of electric vehicles? Manufacturing these cars is,
inter alia, dependent on the mining of scarce minerals like cobalt
and lithium, recharging the batteries is based on energy mainly
coming from fossil fuels, and the recycling of e-waste is still mar-
ginal. The Brundtland Commission would not likely qualify electric
car making as an infringement of its definition of sustainable
development. The car makers contribute to our needs, and by doing
so they seemingly do not have a direct negative impact on the
ability of future generations to meet their needs. At present, and
compared to traditional cars, electric car making is even seen as an
important contribution to sustainable development, while Tesla is
celebrated as one of the 100 most sustainable listed companies in
the world (Corporate Knights, January 22, 2019). However, the
entire chain of electric automobile manufacturing, charging bat-
teries and recycling of the cars might potentially impact the plan-
etary boundaries, particularly if society demands a significant
increase in electric car use as part of the implementation of the
Paris Agreement. Therefore, it becomes relevant to re-evaluate the
concepts of sustainable development and sustainable entrepre-
neurship in light of the dilemmas that society, consumers and en-
trepreneurs face when only possessing partial and sometimes
partisan information.
In a recent contribution based on the concept of the planetary

boundaries, Foley (2017) looks at natural ecological systems to
detect how they succeed in an ever-changing environment. By
mimicking nature, organizations can learn how they can best adapt
to dynamic environmental challenges. Foley starts by recognizing
that the data about the state of the planet do not tell us what to do.
Some people will sound the alarm bell when confronted with
transgressions of the planetary boundaries, but others detect new
opportunities for mankind. They take an interest in the “extraor-
dinary levels of human ingenuity” (Foley, 2017, p. 252). Research
suggests that sustainable entrepreneurship finds itself on the side
of those that see the opportunities (Cohen and Winn, 2007; Dean
and McMullen, 2007; York and Venkataraman, 2010). Entrepre-
neurship shows itself as innovation e instead of conservation e

through which environmental degradation can be addressed and
reduced (York and Venkataraman, 2010). Foley (2017) might concur
with this view as he believes that innovation and diversification are
essential elements of an adaptive natural ecological system,
thereby making the system more robust in the face of changing
conditions. This is the first guidance that natural ecological systems
provide (Foley, 2017, p. 252). That nature uses the sun as its primary
source of energy is not surprising and the second guidance for a
society that is dependent on fossil fuels. The move towards more
sustainable energy is desirable, but insufficient to provide society
with the energy required to reproduce its current social and eco-
nomic habitat. A complete turn towards renewables is worth
striving for and provides opportunities for sustainable entrepre-
neurship but is not feasible at present. The guidance to respect and
to promote diversity and to be powered by the sun is meaningful,
but it does not address the potential transgression of the planetary
boundaries. Foley (2017) provides additional guidance, based on
previous work by the economist Herman Daly (2007, p. 14) and,
interestingly enough, on the proviso provided by Locke. Systems
which respect the planetary boundaries:

- Do not consume resources faster than they are regenerated by
the environment e thereby leaving enough and as good for
future generations; and

- Do not produce wastes, especially those that disrupt the envi-
ronment and the climate system, faster than they are assimi-
lated or removed by the environment.

Mimicking nature, entrepreneurial activity needs to be studied
in individual enterprises and at a system level to avoid externalities
up or down the value chain, and to create resilience and trans-
formation in a complex world (Porter and Derry, 2012). Looking at
value chains, it is the cumulative effect on the boundaries that is
created by enterprises and the other relevant nodes (Bolwig et al.,
2010) in the value chain that matters. Regarding the
manufacturing and use of electric automobiles, it is important to
assess the contribution of all the nodes in the value chain to the
potential violation of the planetary boundaries. The cars them-
selves may be free of emitting CO2, recharging the batteries often
uses fossil fuels. Also, the mining of lithium by mining giant BHP
requires approximately 1000 times as much fresh water on a daily
basis as the amount that is available for humans and their livestock
on the Chilean salt plateaus (Bloomberg, 2019), thereby threatening
the biodiversity in the area.

6.1. Redefining sustainable development and sustainable
entrepreneurship

If we define sustainable development, in line with Griggs et al.
(2013, p. 306), as a development that “meets the needs of the
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present, complies with the planetary boundaries and does not
compromise the ability of future generations to meet their needs
without transgressing these same planetary boundaries”, it puts
the burden on the public and the private sector to prevent any
material contribution to the transgression of the planetary
boundaries. Since the electric carmakers have a negative impact on
some of the boundaries, they are no longer considered as ‘sus-
tainable’. Recognition as sustainable enterprises only follows their
impact on the planetary boundaries, including the use of water in
mining lithium, to the extent that they do no longer consume re-
sources to a larger extent than they are regenerated by nature.
Consequently, and inspired by Dean and McMullen (2007, p. 58),
we define sustainable entrepreneurship as the process of discov-
ering, evaluating, and exploiting opportunities, which are economi-
cally, environmentally, planetarily, and socially relevant and present
themselves in market failures which detract from sustainability in
general and the planetary boundaries in particular. This requires
entrepreneurship in general and sustainable entrepreneurship in
particular to assess, adopt, and report on compliance with the two
provisos provided by Foley (2017) regarding waste and the use of
resources e aiming to reduce potential transgressions of the
planetary boundaries. Therefore, companies in the extractives in-
dustries, in petrochemicals, utilities and wholesale power, but also
in the financial services industry are suddenly in violation of the
principle of sustainable development. This applies to all enterprises
included in themany sustainability indicesemost notably the Dow
Jones Sustainability Index. Leaders in industry sectors as diverse as
aerospace, agriculture, automobiles, chemicals, construction and
engineering, energy, metals and mining, transportation, et cetera,
contribute to the transgression of the planetary boundaries e and
therefore disqualify as being sustainable. This potentially affects
one quarter of the Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations in the
World index (Corporate Knights, 2019). The most sustainable en-
terprises according to GlobeScan (2019) e like Interface, Natura
Brasil, Patagonia and IKEA6 e demonstrate, however, that it is
possible to respect the planetary boundaries while creating para-
digmatic companies. Hereafter, Interface is presented as an illus-
trative case of a company that operationalizes Foley’s guidance.7
6.2. The case of interface

Interface was founded in 1973 by Ray Anderson to produce and
sell modular carpet tiles, luxury vinyl tile and rubber flooring. In
1993, the founder got inspired by Paul Hawken’s book The Ecology
of Commerce (1993) inwhich the author argues that the market and
the state are capable of solving the challenges of the planet.
Hawken (1993) proposes eight objectives of which two are
important for meeting the needs of the planet. The first is to reduce
absolute consumption of energy and natural resources in the North
by 80 percent before 2040. The second is to exceed sustainability by
restoring degraded habitats and ecosystems to their fullest bio-
logical capacity. That means that efforts have to go beyond cleaning
up the mess that we make. Limiting ourselves to a clean-up is like
celebrating cancer treatment that cures a tumor that should not
have been there in the first place (Hawken, 1993). Both objectives
inspired Anderson in 1994 to adopt Mission Zero. It challenged the
company to, inter alia, eliminate waste, emit zero molecular and
6 The GlobeScan index is based on the assessment of leading sustainability ex-
perts. Interface, Natura Brasil, Patagonia and IKEA belong to the top five of the most
sustainable companies in the world. Two of them also received the UN Champions
of the Earth award. https://www.unenvironment.org/championsofearth/.

7 The case of Interface is part of a larger study conducted by one of the authors
that looks into the other-oriented behaviour of companies in The Netherlands.
toxic waste, switch to renewable energy, redesign processes and
products so resources can be reused, use resource-efficient trans-
portation of people and products, sensitize stakeholders, and focus
on the delivery of service and value instead of material, by 2020. To
achieve these objectives Interface started collaborating with The
Natural Step (Naturalstep.org) and to Biomimicry 3.8 (Biomimicry.
net). With the support of both organizations it developed an
approach that, over time, resulted in replacing latex with recycled
PVB8 in precoats, or in using discarded fishing nets for its fibers
through its Net-Works® program. Also, production facilities have
made significant progress in the use of renewable energy. In 2018,
the company announced that all products were carbon neutral
across the entire product lifecycle.

Already in 2016, the company announced that its new mission
after 2020 would become Climate Take Back, aiming to go from
restoration to regeneration. One of the objectives is to run its in-
dustrial plants as ecosystems. Also, through ‘Love Carbon’ Interface
works with materials that absorb waste carbon or sequester carbon
to make new products. Finally, through its ‘Lead the Industrial Re-
revolution’ the company works together with industry partners.
Part of this program and aligned with Foley’s (2017) idea to mimic
nature, is Interface’s biophilic design approach.9 Together with the
British architect Oliver Heath the company created a ‘positive
space’ in a school for children with autism in Hackney (London),
based on a child’s innate attraction to nature (Heath, 2019). An
unused space in the school was turned into a safe and recuperative
area. Depending on their mood, the space allows children to reach
out and play with others, but also to hide away from others in one
of the many alcoves and cubes it is filled with. These initiatives,
taken together, express a concern for the Earth’s biosphere, and
promote innovation in the company and the value chain that re-
spects the planetary boundaries.

Taken everything together, Interface, in its business strategies,
its design and production processes, its marketing, sales and after-
sales, its communication, and its reporting:

- Assesses its potential environmental impact on current and
future generations both ex-ante and ex-post;

- Respects the planetary boundaries; and
- Balances the constituent elements of sustainable development,
being economic prosperity, environmental protection and hu-
man development.

In addition, the company respects Locke and Foley’s additional
provisos to not consume resources faster than they are regenerated
by the environment e thereby leaving enough and as good for
future generationse and to not produce wastes faster than they are
assimilated or removed by the environment. For a company that is
listed on the NASDAQ, this is a remarkable achievement.
7. Discussion and conclusion

Sustainable entrepreneurship plays an important role in over-
coming market imperfections, by seizing the opportunities for
simultaneously balancing “economic health, social equity and
environmental resilience” (Cohen and Winn, 2007, p. 34). Through
the innovations that it designs, manufactures and brings to the
8 Polyvinyl butyral (or PVB) is a resin with a strong cohesiveness, optical clarity,
adhering easily to many surfaces.

9 Literally, the term means ‘friend of life’ and was used by E.O. Wilson’s Biophilia
(1984) to refer to the innate tendency to focus on life and lifelike processes. Else-
where, Wilson (1994) describes biophilia as an inborn affinity that human beings
have for other forms of life.

http://Naturalstep.org
http://Biomimicry.net
http://Biomimicry.net
https://www.unenvironment.org/championsofearth/
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market, sustainable entrepreneurship can contribute to the pres-
ervation of the Earth system and to the development of mankind. It
creates progress through ideas and practices of innovative eco-
centric business frameworks, models and processes which are
deeply embedded in the Earth’s biophysical existence. Sustainable
entrepreneurship aims to create value in ways that correct the
often-unsustainable production and distribution of marketable
goods and services which deplete the Earth’s finite resources. Many
sustainable entrepreneurs want to prevent further degradation of
the ecological system and correct the imperfections in the market
economy, both individually and collectively by changing the rules
of the economic game (Dean and McMullen, 2007; Pacheco et al.,
2010; Pinkse and Groot, 2015). Nevertheless, much of the eco-
nomic growth that is created at present e even by sustainable
entrepreneurs e ignores the planetary boundaries and reflects the
decline of critical natural and social capital. Hence, compliancewith
the planetary boundaries and being open about the positive and
negative entrepreneurial impact on the planetary boundaries be-
comes a sine qua non to development and a prerequisite for the
Earth’s future existence for both sustainable and non-sustainable
businesses. For this reason, society not only needs (sustainable)
entrepreneurs who contribute to reversing the tragedy of the
commons, but who also redefine sustainable development in ways
that acknowledge the planetary boundaries as strict limits to eco-
nomic progress, environmental quality and human development.
Just like John Locke (1689: section 35 and 36), claimed that “there is
land enough in the world to suffice twice as many people as there
are”, the Brundtland Commission was too lenient. It did not set
strict and qualified limits to the economic growth e no matter how
important that same growth is to preserve nature and develop
human society.

As a result, we suggest redefining both sustainable development
and sustainable entrepreneurship. Sustainable development can
best be seen as development that meets the needs of the present,
complies with the planetary boundaries and does not compromise
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs without
transgressing these same planetary boundaries. The value of sus-
tainable entrepreneurship lies in the introduction of new solutions
that adds new ‘livestock’ to the commons in ways that do not harm
the interest of others. It might even improve the situation of those
who are theworst off (cf. Rawls,1999)e both nowand in the future.
New products, services and interventions can positively contribute
to sustainable development, while at the same time curbing the
trend of negative externalities, as long as it complies with dynamic
planetary boundaries. This requires a redefinition of sustainable
entrepreneurship as the process of discovering, evaluating, and
exploiting opportunities, which are economically, environmentally,
planetarily, and socially relevant and present themselves in market
failures which detract from sustainability in general and the planetary
boundaries in particular.

In taking its responsibility sustainable entrepreneurship needs
the support of governments, investors, civil society organizations,
and consumers as sustainable entrepreneurs cannot succeed in a
world that fails. Acknowledging, understanding and embracing the
Earth’s finite capacity should be manifested in all aspects of social
and economic life. Taking the planetary limitations into account in a
timely and adequate fashion, is therefore an indispensable condi-
tion for true sustainable development and consequently for true
sustainable entrepreneurship. The shining examples of companies
like Interface, Patagonia, and Nature demonstrate that entrepre-
neurial businesses can create economic, societal and ecological
value while respecting the planetary boundaries and encourage
others to do the same. These enterprises explore opportunities that
result in transformations towards a more sustainable economy.
They are the first movers and set an example for their respective
industries. What is even more important is that they are actively
seeking collaborationwith others to influence the conditions under
which companies create economic growth (cf. Dean andMcMullen,
2007; Pacheco et al., 2010; Pinkse and Groot, 2015). Initiatives like
Interface’s ‘Lead the Industrial Re-revolution’ is a case in point.

7.1. Our contribution

This article aims to contribute to a dialogue on the meaning of
sustainable development and its implementation in the business
community. We have argued that ‘sustainable development’ under
the current economic conditions carries in it the risk of becoming
an oxymoron. The phrase becomes meaningless if it insufficiently
addresses the environmental limits of the planet (Biloslavo et al.,
2018; Borland et al., 2016; Broman and Rob�ert, 2017; Dyllick and
Muff, 2016; Heikkurinen et al., 2016; Patzelt and Shepherd, 2011;
Salmivaara and Kibler, 2020; Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011; Stål and
Bonnedahl, 2016). We have argued that the authoritative defini-
tion of sustainable development that was formulated in 1987 by the
Brundtland Commission requires reformulation in light of
increasing transgressions of the planetary boundaries. It is only by
respecting these boundaries that business meets a necessary con-
dition of sustainable development by leaving future generations in
a position that they can meet their needs. In addition, we recognize
the potential of sustainable entrepreneurship to make a significant
contribution to creating a more sustainable economy. Sustainable
entrepreneurship helps to innovate business by e.g. reducingwaste,
creating more circular business processes, using renewable energy,
et cetera. It introduces new products and services that respect the
planetary boundaries and helps to control and minimize and the
effects businesses have on society and on the planet. Apart from
other forms of collective action (Yoffie, 1988; Pacheco et al., 2010;
Pinkse and Groot, 2015), the call for sustainable development re-
quires, inter alia, ‘analytic deliberations’, defined as a “[w]ell-
structured dialogue involving scientists, resource users, and inter-
ested publics, and informed by analysis of key information about
environmental and human-environment systems” (Dietz et al.,
2003). As the authors point out, these deliberations result in
improved information and trust in that information, which is
essential for information to be used effectively. In a society where
companies increasingly claim that they contribute to sustainable
development, analytic deliberations can be an effective instrument
against greenwashing. The need for analytic deliberations is rein-
forced in light of the current framing of the debate on sustainable
development and sustainable entrepreneurship in a political
context (Pinkse and Groot, 2015; Salmivaara and Kibler, 2020).
Business and governments often show a lack of attention for the
planetary boundaries and measures needed to protect these
boundaries. It is precisely at this point that sustainable entrepre-
neurship canmake a significant contribution to the deliberations by
demonstrating how respecting the planetary boundaries and
creating new products and services can be in sync with each other.

7.2. Suggestions for further research

Beyond developing a definition for sustainable development
which is in line with the planetary boundaries, this article dem-
onstrates that future research is needed on the way economic ideas
and concepts, like the conceptual understanding of growth and
value, evolve over time. Looking at the planet’s finite resources
reconsidering these ideas and concepts is necessary. Sustainable
entrepreneurship can pave the way in which business safeguards
the planet’s sustenance and hence mankind’s future existence and
development. Future research can identify which types of entre-
preneurial opportunities are relevant for sustainable
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entrepreneurship embedded into policy frameworks that respect
the planetary boundaries. In addition, future research can elaborate
eco-centric innovative business models, business frameworks, and
operational and governance processes that include the biosphere in
their core. Finally, developing new institutions or changing existing
institutions for sustainable development through sustainable
entrepreneurship, is imminently required. In line with, inter alia,
Dean and McMullen (2007), Pacheco et al. (2010), and Pinkse and
Groot (2015), this article questions the validity of the existing,
unsustainable institutional arrangements and endorses the crea-
tion of new norms and institutions via a process of institutional
change. In particular, sustainable entrepreneurship may influence
institutional change by shaping and changing existing formal in-
stitutions and by directly influencing societal and political actors
and/or policy and regulatory/law making towards sustainable
entrepreneurship and respect for the planetary boundaries.
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