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Abstract: Entrepreneurship is widely celebrated as a driver of economic growth and innovation, but its relationship 
with environmental sustainability has become a subject of critical concern. This paper examines the nexus between 
entrepreneurship and the environment, evaluating whether entrepreneurial activity is contributing to sustainable 
development or exacerbating ecological challenges. We review the concept of sustainable entrepreneurship – 
entrepreneurial ventures that integrate economic, social, and environmental goals – and discuss its theoretical 
underpinnings and definitions. Drawing on recent literature and data, we explore the positive potential of 
entrepreneurship to advance environmental solutions (such as clean energy and waste management innovations), as 
well as the negative impacts of unchecked entrepreneurial growth on resource consumption and emissions. The analysis 
includes a global perspective with a focus on India, one of the fastest growing entrepreneurial ecosystems, to illustrate 
how sustainable entrepreneurship is emerging in practice and what challenges it faces. Findings suggest that while 
entrepreneurship can be a catalyst for environmental innovation and sustainability, this outcome is not guaranteed – 
in fact, conventional high-growth entrepreneurship often correlates with increased environmental pressures. Practical 
implications include the need for supportive policies, funding mechanisms, and educational initiatives to foster an 
ecosystem in which entrepreneurs incorporate sustainability principles. We conclude that achieving truly sustainable 
entrepreneurship requires reorienting entrepreneurial activity toward the “triple bottom line” of economic, social, 
and environmental value creation, ensuring that entrepreneurial growth does not come at the cost of our planet’s 
health. 
Keywords: Sustainable entrepreneurship; Environmental sustainability; Green innovation; Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs); India; Triple bottom line; Entrepreneurial ecosystems; Climate change. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Accelerating climate change and rising environmental degradation have led to increased expectations for 
businesses to embrace sustainable development targets. The United Nations' adoption of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, in part, stresses the importance of certain sustainability targets (Goals 
6, 7, 12, 13, 14, 15). Entrepreneurship is often posited as a solution to many societal problems related to 
sustainable development through the innovative discovery and exploitation of opportunity, and 
entrepreneurial practitioners are viewed as key actors in "delivering" greener technological and more 
sustainable products and services, ultimately contributing to the development of a shared "green 
economy". In fact, many new ventures worldwide are addressing challenges related to renewable energy, 
waste reduction, and conservation, indicating that entrepreneurship could deliberate social and 
environmental challenges. For instance, many clean energy startups have made dramatic contributions to 
the construction of over 100 GW of renewable energy capacity in countries like India, which significantly 
helps to mitigate climate change effects. Many startups innovating within the waste management sector 
are keying into the 62 million tons of municipal solid waste produced in India each year, relating pollution 
challenges into business opportunities. Clearly, these examples point to the promise of sustainable 
entrepreneurship, where economic and ecological and social responsibilities are reinforced. 
Yet, not all entrepreneurial endeavors are sustainable by default. Traditional models of 
entrepreneurship, especially those fixated on rapid growth and profit maximization, can and often do 
conflict with environmental objectives. High-growth entrepreneurial activity tends to drive up resource 
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consumption, energy use, and waste generation, contributing to problems like pollution and climate 
change. It is telling that the United States and China – two nations known for vibrant entrepreneurial 
ecosystems and innovation – have also been among the world’s largest greenhouse gas emitters. This 
paradox raises critical questions: Is entrepreneurship, as currently practiced, compatible with environmental 
sustainability? Under what conditions can entrepreneurship become a force for environmental good rather than harm? 
These questions are at the heart of this research paper. 
This study aims to critically examine the sustainability of entrepreneurship activity, analyzing both its 
positive contributions and negative externalities on the environment. We first define and discuss the 
concept of sustainable entrepreneurship, drawing on recent literature and theoretical frameworks. Next, 
we explore empirical evidence and examples globally and in India, an emerging economy where 
entrepreneurial activity is booming alongside pressing environmental challenges. We then assess the 
potential trade-offs between entrepreneurial-driven economic growth and ecological well-being, 
including a review of studies that find entrepreneurship can lead to environmental improvements as well 
as those highlighting its role in resource depletion and emissions. Finally, the paper discusses the 
challenges to fostering sustainable entrepreneurship and the policy implications for creating 
entrepreneurial ecosystems that support sustainability. By combining global insights with a focus on 
India’s experience – where sustainable ventures are on the rise – this paper provides a comprehensive 
analysis relevant to both developed and developing contexts. 
Sustainable Entrepreneurship: Concept and Definitions 
Sustainable entrepreneurship is an emerging paradigm that integrates the principles of sustainability 
(environmental and social goals) into the core of entrepreneurial activity. Several definitions have been 
proposed in the literature, converging on the idea that sustainable entrepreneurship goes beyond mere 
profit generation to create triple-bottom-line value – economic, social, and environmental gains. Table 1 
presents a few key definitions from prominent sources, illustrating the evolution of this concept in 
academic discourse. 
 
Table 1: Selected Definitions of Sustainable Entrepreneurship 

Source (Year) Definition 

Shepherd & 
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.”. 

Belz & 
Binder 
(2017) 

“…the recognition, development and exploitation of opportunities by individuals to bring into 
existence future goods and services with economic, social and ecological gains.”. This 
definition emphasizes that sustainable entrepreneurship addresses a triple bottom 
line of outcomes, combining elements of traditional, social, and environmental 
entrepreneurship. 

Dean & 
McMullen 
(2007) 

Sustainable entrepreneurship is closely linked to environmental entrepreneurship 
(ecopreneurship), defined as “the process of discovering, evaluating, and exploiting 
economic opportunities that are present in environmentally relevant market failures”. In other 
words, market imperfections that cause environmental degradation (e.g. pollution 
externalities) are seen as opportunities for entrepreneurs to create innovative, greener 
solutions. 

As shown above, a unifying theme is that sustainable entrepreneurship seeks opportunities that 
simultaneously generate economic returns and benefit society and the environment. This contrasts with 
conventional entrepreneurship, which has traditionally focused on economic gains alone, often treating 
social or environmental issues as externalities. In the typology of business models, conventional 
entrepreneurs operate on a single bottom line (profit), social entrepreneurs on a double bottom line (social 
and financial), and environmental entrepreneurs on another double bottom line (ecological and 
financial). Sustainable entrepreneurs, however, aim to optimize across all three dimensions – achieving 
profitability while also driving social equity and environmental restoration. 
The integrated perspective builds off previous discussion. For example, Cohen and Winn (2007) pointed 
to the fact that many problems related to environmental harm could be traced to malfunctioning markets, 
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resulting in externalized costs or misallocation of resources, creating entrepreneurial opportunities for 
new ways to address those problems. Cohen and Winn identified “four types of market imperfections 
contributing to environmental pollution” and argued that entrepreneurs were making profits when they 
could correct those inefficiencies, which would reduce degradation and simply make ecosystems better. 
Similarly, Dean and McMullen (2007) suggested that entrepreneurial behavior could provide a way to 
“reduce environmental degradation” by interacting with opportunities contained in environmental 
problems. They suggested entrepreneurial action could transform problems like climate change or loss of 
biodiversity into new business ventures, such as startups based on renewable energy, sustainable 
agriculture, or conservation finance, which addresses the problem while simultaneously building a viable 
business. 
Subsequent studies reinforced the idea that entrepreneurs have a role in advancing sustainability. Hall, 
Daneke & Lenox (2010) found entrepreneurship to be a potential “solution for environmental 
problems,” though they cautioned that more research was needed on whether entrepreneurs can establish 
sustainable economies at scale. Likewise, York & Venkataraman (2010) argued that under certain 
conditions, entrepreneurial action can contribute to environmental sustainability instead of exacerbating 
degradation. They suggested that entrepreneurs, through innovation and agility, might complement 
regulation and activism in solving environmental issues – for example, by developing cleaner technologies 
faster than bureaucratic policies can change. 
Despite growing interest in this nexus, it has been noted that the literature on “business and 
sustainability” has historically focused more on existing firms (corporate sustainability, CSR, eco-
efficiency) and less on entrepreneurship per se. Only in the past decade or so have we seen extensive 
exploration of sustainable entrepreneurship as its own field. Recent literature reviews show a rapidly 
expanding research landscape, connecting sustainable entrepreneurship with topics like innovation for 
the SDGs, circular economy, and social enterprise. Overall, the conceptual foundation is clear: 
sustainable entrepreneurship merges entrepreneurial opportunity-seeking with a commitment to 
sustaining environmental and social systems for future generations. The next sections examine how this 
plays out in practice – through both its realized potential and inherent tensions. 
Entrepreneurship as a Catalyst for Environmental Sustainability 
Under the right conditions, entrepreneurial activity can be a powerful driver of sustainability-oriented 
innovation. Entrepreneurs have the agility and creativity to question status-quo technologies and business 
models, introducing disruptive solutions that large incumbents may overlook. In recent years, numerous 
“eco-entrepreneurs” or “green startups” have emerged, targeting environmental challenges as core 
business opportunities. These ventures span diverse sectors – from renewable energy and clean technology 
to sustainable agriculture, waste management, biodiversity conservation, and beyond. They exemplify how 
entrepreneurship can yield positive environmental outcomes: 
• Clean Energy and Climate Solutions: Renewable energy startups are a prime example, having 
significantly expanded solar, wind, and other clean power capacity worldwide. For instance, India's rapid 
growth to over 100 GW of installed renewable energy capacity by 2022 was driven in part by 
entrepreneurial ventures in the solar and wind sectors. These companies leveraged falling costs and 
supportive policies to deploy solar farms, wind parks, and innovative off-grid solutions, helping reduce 
reliance on fossil fuels. Similar entrepreneurial contributions are evident globally, from cleantech firms 
developing more efficient solar panels and battery storage to biofuel startups turning waste into energy. 
By 2023, climate-tech companies globally raised over $50 billion in venture funding for low-carbon 
solutions, indicating strong investor confidence in this space. Such investment is spurring innovations 
that could cut greenhouse gas emissions, consistent with findings that entrepreneurship and green 
innovation can improve environmental quality in the long run. 
• Waste Management and Circular Economy: Entrepreneurs are also tackling pollution and waste 
through new business models. In India, for example, sustainable startups are addressing the country's 62 
million tons of annual municipal solid waste by pioneering recycling programs, waste-to-energy plants, and 
circular economy platforms. These ventures create value from what was previously considered trash, 
reducing landfill burdens and pollution. Globally, startups are innovating in areas like ocean plastic 
recycling, electronic waste recovery, and compostable materials - each venture potentially turning an 
environmental hazard into an economic resource. By exploiting opportunities in these problem areas, 
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entrepreneurs help "close the loop" in resource use, aligning with sustainability goals while generating 
profit from recyclables, bioproducts, or energy production. 
• Conservation and Ecosystem Services: Another realm of sustainable entrepreneurship involves 
safeguarding ecosystems and biodiversity. Eco-tourism enterprises illustrate this, especially in biodiverse 
countries. India has seen a rise in eco-resorts and community-based tourism startups that offer nature-
centric travel experiences. These businesses generate income from conservation - for instance, by running 
wildlife lodges or guided treks that fund habitat protection and involve local communities. Such ventures 
demonstrate that preserving natural heritage can be economically viable. Similarly, entrepreneurs 
worldwide are developing markets for ecosystem services (like carbon offsets, water purification credits, or 
pollinator services) and creating technologies for conservation (drones for reforestation, apps for wildlife 
monitoring, etc.), turning environmental stewardship into entrepreneurial opportunity. 
• Agriculture and Food Sustainability: In agrarian and emerging economies, entrepreneurship in 
sustainable agriculture is crucial. Startups promoting organic farming, precision agriculture (reducing 
chemical use), or plant-based and lab-grown foods are addressing the need to feed growing populations 
with lower environmental footprints. These entrepreneurial innovations can mitigate issues like soil 
degradation, water scarcity, and high emissions from traditional farming. They also often deliver social 
benefits by supporting rural livelihoods and food security. For example, some Indian agri-tech startups 
provide farmers with eco-friendly inputs and market access for sustainable produce, improving incomes 
while curbing environmental harm. 
Empirical evidence exists to support the notion of a correspondence between entrepreneurship and 
environmental health. Zeng and Ren (2022) studied 293 Chinese firms and found that green 
entrepreneurship had a statistically significant impact on environmental performance, suggesting firms 
with founders who consider sustainability are more likely to adopt practices that minimize pollution and 
resource reduction. The scholars also conducted various exercises and analyses to showed that 
entrepreneurial activity - when considered as innovative - correlates positively with other indicators of 
environmental performance like energy efficiency or adoption of clean technologies. For instance, Dhahri 
and Omri (2018) did a cross-national analysis on a large sample and concluded that entrepreneurship can 
make contributions to economic growth, but can also advance the environmental and social pillars of 
sustainable development, all with varying levels of increase by context. For this purpose, the Asia-Pacific 
context is illustrative; there are several recent panel studies which show that in wealthier countries within 
the Asia-Pacific - with developing countries and low sections of incomes excluded - entrepreneurship 
mainly in technology and industry has contributed to reduced emissions from industry by enabling 
increased efficiency and inducing integration of renewable energy generation into production processes. 
As a result, the intent is that when entrepreneurs within the manufacturing industry (e.g. energy-efficient 
production techniques) are allowed to innovate, some of their growth can be decoupled from additional 
environmental impact. 
Importantly, entrepreneurs may take the initiative to address gaps left by government and corporate actors, 
and often they can embark on sustainable solutions faster than bureaucratic programs can deliver. For 
example, startups have provided potable drinking water to off-grid villages, solar lighting to urban slums, 
and affordable electric vehicles in urban centers to tackle the environmental justice and access issues that 
large-scale actors failed to resolve. A further reason to value entrepreneurship is that many startups have 
created links with the global sustainability agenda. Many entrepreneurs in India have been mission-based 
startups that directly connect to the SDG agenda, including clean energy (SDG 7), clean drinking water 
(SDG 6), responsible consumption through sustainable production and consumption (SDG 12), and 
tackle climate change (SDG 13). In India, the state promotes the SDGs, including initiatives like Startup 
India, which have created a space for mission-driven entrepreneurs to thrive. In partnership with Bain & 
Company, the India Climate Collaborative (2020) reports that the number of sustainable 
entrepreneurship has been growing by over 50% per year since 2017 in India. This growth is a result of 
the increasing awareness of the environment in India, the policies supporting environmentally friendly 
developments, and the funding available for green projects. These achievements of sustainable 
entrepreneurship have also realised tangible benefits in India with the best estimates suggesting sustainable 
entrepreneurship has created about 300,000+ jobs, and it has made India among the leaders in renewables 
and a global leader in renewable energy deployment. 
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In summary, entrepreneurship can be a catalyst for environmental sustainability by harnessing 
innovation to solve ecological problems. Through sustainable entrepreneurship, “what is to be sustained” 
(nature, life support, communities) is linked with “what is to be developed” (new products, services, 
technologies). When successful, such ventures achieve a win-win: they are profitable and scalable, yet also 
help protect the environment and uplift communities. The next section, however, examines the other side 
of the coin – the ways in which entrepreneurial activity, particularly in its conventional form, may 
undermine environmental sustainability if critical perspectives are not applied. 
The Environmental Footprint of Entrepreneurship: A Critical Examination 
For all its promise, entrepreneurship can also pose significant risks to the environment, especially when 
growth and profit are pursued without regard to ecological limits. A critical examination reveals that the 
prevailing model of high-growth entrepreneurship is often entwined with increased material 
consumption, energy use, and waste. In other words, more startups and business growth can mean more 
factories, more delivery vehicles, more resource extraction – in short, a larger environmental footprint. 
This section explores these concerns, drawing on recent analyses that question the sustainability of our 
entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
One striking insight comes from global data on entrepreneurship and resource use. Figure 1 illustrates 
the relationship between the quality of countries’ entrepreneurial ecosystems and their per-capita material 
footprint (the total raw materials consumed per person). The Global Index of Digital Entrepreneurship 
Systems (GIDES), which scores how favorable a country’s environment is for entrepreneurship 
(particularly digital startups), is plotted against material footprint per capita. 

 
Figure 1. Relationship between the strength of entrepreneurial ecosystems and per-capita resource 
consumption. The data reveal a positive correlation: countries with “better” entrepreneurship systems 
(higher GIDES scores) tend to have higher material footprint per person, meaning they consume more 
raw materials per capita. In practical terms, innovation hubs and startup-heavy economies (often high-
income countries) are associated with greater extraction and use of natural resources – a pattern that raises 
concerns about decoupling economic innovation from material throughput. 
A similar pattern emerges with energy consumption. Figure 2 shows that nations scoring high on 
entrepreneurial ecosystem quality also exhibit significantly higher primary energy use per capita. 
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Figure 2. Entrepreneurial ecosystem strength vs. energy consumption per capita. There is a marked 
upward trend, indicating that more entrepreneurially dynamic economies use substantially more energy 
per person. Given that over 80% of the world’s energy still comes from fossil fuels, this translates directly 
into higher carbon emissions and climate impact. In fact, global CO₂ emissions remain at record highs 
even in our technology-driven age, suggesting that the proliferation of startups and digital services has not 
automatically delivered a clean energy transition. Instead, energy demand has grown alongside new tech 
development, often outpacing the deployment of renewables. This evidence challenges the notion that 
digital entrepreneurship inherently leads to “dematerialization” or a decoupled economy – on the 
contrary, digital economies still depend on physical infrastructure (data centers, devices, logistics) that 
consume vast energy and resources. 

 
Figure 3 further underscores the macro-level impact: it plots countries’ entrepreneurial ecosystem scores 
against their ecological deficit (the amount by which a nation’s ecological footprint exceeds its 
biocapacity). 
Figure 3. Entrepreneurial ecosystem strength vs. ecological deficit (in global hectares per person). The 
trend indicates that countries with more robust entrepreneurial ecosystems tend to have larger ecological 
deficits, meaning they consume natural resources faster than ecosystems can regenerate. For example, the 
United States – which ranks among the top in startup ecosystem indices – has an ecological deficit of 
roughly –3.8 global hectares per person, implying that if everyone lived like Americans (with similar levels 
of entrepreneurship and consumption), we would need about three Earths to sustain the resource 
demand. This “three planet” scenario starkly highlights the sustainability challenge: the current trajectory 
of entrepreneurial capitalism, which relies on continual growth, is environmentally unsustainable in the 
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long run. 
These empirical patterns align with critiques from scholars and observers who argue that prevailing 
entrepreneurial ecosystems are embedded in a neoliberal growth paradigm that is fundamentally at odds 
with planetary limits. In a compelling critique, economist Wim Naudé (2025) contends that efforts to 
boost entrepreneurship as a pathway to economic growth may inadvertently accelerate environmental 
degradation. He notes that even initiatives branded as “sustainable entrepreneurship” sometimes focus on 
sustaining growth (through green tech, commodification of nature, etc.) rather than truly reducing 
humanity’s footprint. This can lead to what he calls the myth of green growth – the unfounded belief that 
we can maintain perpetual economic expansion with purely technological fixes, despite living on a finite 
planet. For instance, the monetization of ecosystem services (like trading biodiversity credits or carbon 
tokens) can encourage a mindset where nature is just another asset class, potentially overlooking the need 
to actually consume and waste less. Moreover, Naudé points out that hopes of digital entrepreneurship 
solving the climate crisis are mistaken, as even the digital economy has significant material and energy 
demands (manufacturing of devices, running server farms, etc.). 
On a micro level, there are psychological and organizational challenges that cause entrepreneurs to 
sometimes neglect sustainability, even if they personally value the environment. Research by Shepherd, 
Patzelt, and Baron (2013) uncovered a phenomenon of “values disengagement” among entrepreneurs. In 
their study, many founders who professed strong pro-environmental values still made decisions that 
harmed the environment – but not out of overt malice or greed. Rather, under pressures such as fierce 
competition or a high need for business success, they unconsciously decoupled their personal values 
from their business actions. Entrepreneurs with high self-efficacy (confidence in their ability to succeed) 
were more prone to override environmental considerations, particularly in challenging industries, 
effectively convincing themselves that aggressive growth strategies aligned with their values even when they 
did not. This suggests that even well-intentioned entrepreneurs can fall into cognitive traps, prioritizing 
short-term business survival or expansion over sustainability commitments. The implication is that 
entrepreneurial training and culture might inadvertently encourage a “growth-at-all-costs” mindset, 
unless sustainability is consciously built into decision-making frameworks. 
Additionally, the impact of entrepreneurship on the environment may differ by development level and 
sector. As noted earlier, in lower-income or resource-dependent economies, a surge in entrepreneurship 
can mean more small businesses exploiting natural resource rents (e.g. logging, mining, land use) without 
adequate safeguards. Studies have found that in such contexts, excessive entrepreneurial activity oriented 
toward quick gains from natural resources correlates with environmental degradation. For example, if 
entrepreneurship in a region primarily takes the form of unregulated mining startups or timber trade, it 
can lead to deforestation, soil erosion, and pollution. By contrast, in higher-income contexts with stronger 
institutions, entrepreneurship may shift toward technology and services that are less directly polluting, or 
even environmental solutions as discussed in the previous section. There is evidence of a nonlinear 
relationship: one study in the Journal of Entrepreneurship (2022) found that at low levels of 
entrepreneurial activity, increases might worsen environmental indicators due to resource exploitation, 
but beyond a certain threshold, further entrepreneurship (particularly innovative entrepreneurship) could 
improve sustainability outcomes as economies transition to cleaner industries. This nuanced view suggests 
that the sustainability of entrepreneurship is context-dependent – shaped by factors like regulatory 
quality, institutional support, and the dominant sectors where entrepreneurial energy is directed. 
In summary, this critical perspective highlights that entrepreneurship is not inherently sustainable. Left 
to market forces alone, it often mirrors the broader economy’s unsustainable patterns, driving material 
and energy throughput in pursuit of growth. High levels of entrepreneurial activity can strain 
environmental systems unless accompanied by conscious efforts to redirect innovation towards 
sustainability and to impose limits or pricing on resource use (so that entrepreneurial success isn’t achieved 
by offloading costs onto the environment). The challenge, then, is how to reconcile entrepreneurship 
with the environment – maximizing the positive contributions of entrepreneurs to sustainability while 
mitigating and minimizing the negative impacts discussed here. The final sections delve into how this 
reconciliation might be achieved, looking at the current state of sustainable entrepreneurship in practice 
(with an emphasis on India) and the strategies to support it. 
Sustainable Entrepreneurship in Practice: Global and Indian Perspectives 
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The tension between entrepreneurial growth and environmental sustainability outlined above is playing 
out in real time across the world. On one hand, we see a surge of sustainable entrepreneurship initiatives 
globally, supported by impact investors, international agencies, and grassroots movements. On the other 
hand, these initiatives operate within larger economic systems that still prize GDP growth and often lack 
strong environmental safeguards. This section examines the practical landscape of sustainable 
entrepreneurship, first from a global viewpoint and then zooming into India as a case study of a developing 
economy striving to balance entrepreneurship and sustainability. 
Global Trends and Developments 
Globally, sustainable entrepreneurship has moved from a niche concept to a mainstream consideration 
in entrepreneurship policy and education. Many countries have incorporated sustainability into their 
national entrepreneurship strategies. For example, across the European Union, programs under the Green 
Deal encourage startups in clean tech and climate adaptation, while investors increasingly factor 
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) criteria into funding decisions for new ventures. By 2024, 
climate-tech and sustainable startups worldwide enjoyed robust investment, even amid broader venture 
capital slowdowns, reflecting a growing belief that these companies will be key players in the future 
economy. The BloombergNEF analysis noted that although overall startup funding declined in 2023, 
investment in climate-tech fell much less and the number of active investors in this space actually grew. 
This resilience indicates that sustainable entrepreneurship is not just a fad but is increasingly seen as 
integral to innovation and long-term value creation. 
However, global disparities persist. Most of the multi-billion dollar funding rounds for sustainability 
ventures are concentrated in North America, Europe, and parts of East Asia. The United States remains 
the best-funded climate startup market, aided by policy boosts like the Inflation Reduction Act, whereas 
many developing countries struggle to attract similar levels of capital. Moreover, the bulk of sustainable 
entrepreneurship activity is in sectors like energy, transportation, and recycling. Other critical areas – such 
as biodiversity conservation, climate adaptation for vulnerable communities, or sustainable land use – see 
comparatively fewer high-growth startups due to business model challenges (these often rely more on 
public or non-profit entrepreneurship). This highlights a need for broadening the scope of sustainable 
entrepreneurship beyond the most commercially attractive sectors. 
An important trend is the rise of support ecosystems for sustainable startups: green incubators, 
accelerator programs (like Techstars Sustainability, Accelerate2030), and networks (e.g. the global Alliance 
for Sustainable Entrepreneurship) have sprung up. These provide entrepreneurs with mentorship, access 
to labs or pilot facilities for cleantech, and connections to impact investors. Universities are embedding 
sustainable innovation in their curricula, and competitions award seed funding for business ideas 
addressing SDGs. Such support is vital because sustainable startups often face higher upfront costs (for 
R&D, certifications, etc.) and longer time horizons to profitability compared to conventional startups. 
Despite a positive global momentum, there are also major challenges. Uncertainty in government policy 
can temper enthusiasm for entrepreneurs. For instance, if a government suddenly withdraws support for 
renewable energy, startups in this space will fail. It’s also often unclear whether markets properly value 
many environmental benefits, which makes it difficult for green entrepreneurs to compete on price with 
conventional products (e.g. bioplastics versus low-priced, single-use plastics). Many sustainable 
entrepreneurs wrestle with scaling their own impact: a promising solution may be successful in one locality 
or city, but when trying to grow, that same idea may encounter challenges due to regulatory differences, 
cultural issues, or just the challenges of scaling a hardware-focused green business. Together, the challenges 
surrounding these examples emphasize that sustainable entrepreneurship activity requires systemic 
support, not just the skill and ingenuity of individual entrepreneurs. 
The Case of India: Entrepreneurship for Sustainable Development 
Sustainable entrepreneurship in a context of emerging economies is likely to be captured within India, a 
compelling microcosm for a number of reasons. First and foremost, India is of enormous size in terms of 
population, rapidly growing in terms of economic activity, and faced with pressing environmental 
concerns such as air pollution, declining soil fertility and water scarcity. The country can benefit 
significantly by contributing to the configuration of its entrepreneurial context around sustainability. 
Moreover, it is worth noting that there has been a noticeable increase in Indian startups focused on 
sustainability in the past few years, and both the government and private sector actors are encouraging 
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this pivot. 
As mentioned earlier, India’s sustainable entrepreneurship sector has been growing at over 50% 
annually since 2017. This growth is driven by multiple factors: rising public awareness of environmental 
issues (partly due to visible crises like Delhi’s air pollution or extreme climate events), supportive policies, 
and new funding avenues. On the policy front, India’s government launched the Startup India initiative 
in 2016 to foster entrepreneurship, and in recent years it has increasingly emphasized sustainability within 
this framework. For example, the government’s National Clean Air Programme (NCAP) and renewable 
energy targets indirectly create markets for environmental startups (e.g., in air quality monitoring or solar 
technology). State and central agencies have also set up challenge funds and incubators for clean-tech, agri-
tech, and social enterprises addressing SDGs. Moreover, India’s commitment to the Paris Agreement and 
its own goal of reaching net-zero emissions by 2070 signal to entrepreneurs that big opportunities will lie 
in the green economy, from electric mobility to green hydrogen to climate-smart agriculture. 
The impact of sustainable entrepreneurship in India can already be seen in several domains (see Table 
2 for a summary of key indicators): 
 
 
 
Table 2: Impact of Sustainable Entrepreneurship in India (selected indicators) 

Area Impact and Achievements 

Employment 

Over 300,000 direct and indirect jobs created in the sustainable entrepreneurship 
sector. Green ventures are generating livelihoods in renewable energy, waste 
management, sustainable agriculture, and other sectors, contributing to employment 
growth. 

Renewable 
Energy 

India has become a global leader in renewable energy with 100+ GW of installed 
renewable capacity as of 2022. Entrepreneurial firms in solar and wind energy, 
supported by policies and falling technology costs, have driven much of this 
expansion, helping reduce India’s reliance on coal and lowering power generation 
emissions. 

Waste 
Management 

Sustainable startups are crucial in tackling India’s waste crisis. With 62 million tons 
of municipal solid waste generated annually, entrepreneurs have introduced 
innovative solutions for waste reduction, recycling, and waste-to-energy conversion. 
These include ventures in plastic recycling, composting and biofuel from organic 
waste, and tech platforms connecting waste collectors to recyclers – all helping to 
reduce pollution and landfill growth. 

Eco-Tourism 

There is a flourishing eco-tourism segment where entrepreneurs run eco-resorts, 
community-based tourism, and responsible travel companies. These businesses 
attract tourists to natural and cultural sites in a low-impact manner, thus generating 
revenue for conservation and local communities. India’s ecotourism startups 
contribute to preserving wildlife and heritage areas while promoting sustainable 
livelihoods for indigenous and rural populations. 

Beyond these areas, Indian entrepreneurs are also active in fields like clean water (low-cost water purifiers, 
rainwater harvesting systems), sustainable mobility (electric rickshaws, bike-sharing apps), green 
buildings (energy-efficient construction materials, smart grids), and climate finance (platforms for 
carbon credits or renewable energy investments). The breadth of activity is impressive, signifying a 
broader movement of aligning new business creation with sustainable development. 
Crucially, the Indian experience highlights the interplay between policy targets and entrepreneurial 
response. For instance, as the government set an ambitious target of 175 GW renewable energy by 2022 
and further increased targets thereafter, a flurry of solar and wind startups arose, from manufacturers of 
solar panels and efficient inverters to companies building software for managing renewable power grids. 
When the government identified air pollution in cities as a major issue (through NCAP aiming to cut 
particulate levels by 20–30%), startups responded with innovations in air filtration, IoT-based air quality 
monitoring, and electric mobility solutions to reduce vehicular emissions. This dynamic suggests that 
when clear policy signals and market incentives are present, entrepreneurship can align relatively quickly 
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toward sustainable solutions. 
Despite positive trends, significant challenges temper the growth of sustainable entrepreneurship in 
India. Many of these challenges mirror those faced globally, but some are accentuated by India’s local 
context: 
• Access to Capital: Green startups often require substantial early-stage capital – for example, a 
hardware cleantech company might need funds for prototypes and manufacturing. In India, although 
impact investment is growing, entrepreneurs still report difficulty securing financing, especially beyond 
the seed stage. Traditional venture capital may shy away due to longer return horizons. According to 
industry reports, climate-tech made up only a small fraction of total VC funding in India until recent 
years. The government and domestic financial institutions are gradually stepping in (e.g., the Indian 
Renewable Energy Development Agency provides green project financing), but a gap remains for risk-
tolerant early-stage funding. Blended finance models and green bonds are potential solutions that are just 
beginning to be tapped. 
• Skilled Workforce: There is a shortage of skilled human capital for some sustainable industries. 
Fast-growing sectors like solar energy or electric vehicles require engineers, technicians, and researchers 
with specialized knowledge. Similarly, interdisciplinary skills (combining business acumen with 
understanding of ecology or social issues) are rare. While India has a large pool of IT talent, expertise in 
domains like battery chemistry, environmental engineering, or sustainability management is still 
developing. This talent gap can constrain startups’ growth or the quality of their solutions. 
• Infrastructure and Support Systems: Inadequate infrastructure can hinder sustainable ventures. 
For example, a startup producing biofuel from agricultural waste needs supply chain infrastructure to 
gather biomass from farms, which may not exist at scale. Recycling startups need city-level waste 
segregation systems to source materials efficiently – if municipal systems are lacking, the startup’s 
operations suffer. Entrepreneurs in renewable energy integration depend on grid upgrades and storage 
solutions that are outside their direct control. Thus, without parallel improvements in infrastructure 
(energy grids, waste collection, transport, etc.), sustainable enterprises face an uphill battle in 
implementation. 
• Regulatory Hurdles and Uncertainties: While policies exist, navigating them can be complex. 
Entrepreneurs often cite bureaucratic red tape in areas like renewable energy project approvals, zoning 
regulations for environmental facilities, or certification processes for green products. Inconsistent 
enforcement of environmental regulations can also be a double-edged sword: lax enforcement might allow 
polluting competitors to undercut sustainable businesses on cost, whereas sudden strict enforcement 
(without a supportive framework) can catch green entrepreneurs off guard if they depend on certain 
subsidies or exemptions. Streamlining regulatory processes and providing clarity/stability in policy (for 
instance, long-term carbon pricing or renewable purchase obligations) would help reduce uncertainty for 
entrepreneurs. 
• Market Awareness and Demand: Building market demand for sustainable products is another 
challenge. Indian consumers and industries are highly price-sensitive. Often, eco-friendly products or 
services come at a premium, at least initially. Educating customers on life-cycle benefits or total cost of 
ownership is needed. There are promising signs – for instance, a rising middle class interest in organic 
foods, solar rooftop panels, and electric vehicles – but broad-based demand for sustainability is still 
emerging. Entrepreneurs frequently need to invest in marketing and behavior-change campaigns, which 
can strain their resources. 
The case of India shows that entrepreneurship can only fix environmental issues with a supportive 
ecosystem. There are certain infrastructures required for entrepreneurs, specific policies (carrots and 
sticks), finance, physical infrastructures, and cultural acceptance necessary for entrepreneurs to flourish 
and to scale their sustainable solutions. The good news is that India’s challenges provide a sort of impetus 
for collaboration, such as industry associations developing green entrepreneurship cells (FICCI and CII), 
states with "Startup Policies" with sustainability components, and collaboration with international 
development organizations to fund climate incubators. Should these players and interventions synergize, 
there will be a significant improvement in the sustainability of entrepreneurship in India. 
Strategies and Policy Implications for Sustainable Entrepreneurship 
Achieving a sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystem calls for concerted action across multiple fronts – from 
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policy-making and finance to education and cultural change. Below, we outline key strategies and 
implications based on the insights gained: 
1. Integrate Sustainability into Entrepreneurship Ecosystems: Sustainability should be embedded 
as a core value in entrepreneurial ecosystems (incubators, accelerators, co-working spaces, etc.), rather than 
treated as a side-topic. This means offering mentorship on impact measurement, providing tools for life-
cycle assessment of products, and creating networks where sustainable entrepreneurs can share resources. 
Programs like cleantech accelerators or social innovation incubators can be expanded and replicated. 
Additionally, mainstream startup platforms (not just niche programs) should include modules on 
sustainable business models, so that even founders of "traditional" startups consider resource efficiency 
and social impact in their plans. 
2. Supportive Policy and Regulatory Frameworks: Governments play a crucial role in shaping the 
incentives for sustainable vs. unsustainable entrepreneurship. Policymakers should implement a mix of 
incentives and regulations to tilt the playing field in favor of sustainability. Incentives might include tax 
breaks or grants for green startups, feed-in tariffs or guaranteed procurement for renewable energy 
entrepreneurs, innovation awards for sustainability, or public procurement preferences for eco-friendly 
products (creating a market pull). On the regulatory side, enforcing environmental standards (air, water, 
waste) ensures that firms internalize environmental costs, which indirectly rewards entrepreneurs offering 
cleaner alternatives. In India, for instance, consistent enforcement of pollution norms will make clean 
technology more attractive as industries seek solutions to comply. As another example, cities can mandate 
the use of recycled materials or set recycling targets, thereby spurring entrepreneurship in the recycling 
sector. Policy stability is important – entrepreneurs need to trust that supportive policies (or carbon 
pricing regimes) won’t be abruptly reversed, as investment decisions are at stake. 
3. Financing Mechanisms for Green Ventures: Access to capital must be addressed through 
innovative financing mechanisms. Traditional VC and bank loans often don’t suit the model of many 
sustainable startups. Governments and development banks can establish dedicated green 
entrepreneurship funds or expand credit guarantee schemes for loans to sustainable SMEs. Impact 
investors and venture capitalists could collaborate to create blended finance instruments that de-risk 
investment in early-stage cleantech (for example, public funds taking first loss in a climate innovation fund 
to attract private co-investors). There is also a role for crowdfunding and community investment in 
sustainable entrepreneurship – platforms have been used to raise funds for solar installations or organic 
food cooperatives by tapping public support for sustainability. Moreover, larger corporations can be 
engaged through corporate venture capital and open innovation challenges, providing capital and market 
access to startups working on sustainability issues aligned with the corporations’ supply chains or CSR 
goals. 
4. Education and Mindset Shifts: Education systems and entrepreneur training programs need to 
cultivate a sustainability mindset to counteract the tendency of values disengagement noted earlier. 
Business schools and entrepreneurship courses should include sustainability and ethics as foundational 
elements, teaching future entrepreneurs how to pursue opportunities without compromising 
environmental integrity. Case studies of successful sustainable enterprises, as well as failures, can impart 
valuable lessons. Mentorship networks could connect young entrepreneurs with experienced founders of 
sustainable businesses. This kind of education can help entrepreneurs internalize long-term thinking – 
realizing, for instance, that short-term profit at the expense of nature can backfire as resources become 
scarcer or regulations tighten. By emphasizing stewardship and innovation hand-in-hand, we can shape 
entrepreneurs who view constraints (like carbon limits or water scarcity) not as obstacles to evade, but as 
design parameters for viable solutions. 
5. Measuring and Monitoring Sustainability Performance: A practical tool for aligning 
entrepreneurship with sustainability is to measure and disclose the environmental and social impact of 
ventures. Just as financial performance is tracked, startups can be encouraged or required (if receiving 
public funds) to report on metrics like carbon footprint, resource savings, or community benefits. 
Frameworks such as the B Corp assessment or other sustainability certification for startups can provide 
guidelines. When entrepreneurs track these metrics, they are more likely to manage and improve them. 
Furthermore, impact metrics can unlock impact-oriented capital and build trust with customers. 
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Governments could integrate sustainability criteria into startup ranking systems or tech incubator 
evaluations, subtly incentivizing founders to prioritize impact alongside growth. 
By implementing these strategies, stakeholders can help transform the entrepreneurship landscape into 
one that inherently drives sustainability rather than conflicts with it. Table 3 summarizes some of the key 
challenges identified earlier and the corresponding support measures needed: 
 
Table 3: Key Challenges for Sustainable Entrepreneurship and Support Measures 

Challenge Description Needed Support Measures 

Funding 
Difficulties 

Green startups face 
difficulties securing 
adequate funding, 
especially in early stages, 
due to longer ROI and 
higher perceived risks. 

– Public grants, soft loans, and green investment 
funds to provide patient capital.– Incentives for 
private VCs/angels to invest in sustainable ventures 
(e.g., tax credits, co-investment guarantees).– 
Development of green bond markets and impact 
investment platforms to channel funds to 
sustainability. 

Regulatory 
Hurdles 

Navigating complex 
regulations (permits, 
standards) can be onerous; 
lack of clear policies can 
create uncertainty. 

– Simplify and streamline the regulatory process for 
obtaining environmental clearances or starting 
sustainable businesses (one-stop help desks, fast-track 
approvals for green projects).– Provide clear, long-
term policies (e.g., multi-year feed-in tariffs, pollution 
limits) so entrepreneurs can plan investments 
confidently. 

Inadequate 
Infrastructure 

Poor infrastructure (energy 
grids, waste collection, 
transport, digital access in 
rural areas) impedes 
operations of sustainable 
ventures. 

– Public and private investment to improve 
infrastructure critical to sustainability (renewable 
energy grids, EV charging networks, recycling 
facilities, etc.).– Public-private partnerships to build 
facilities that startups can leverage (e.g. common 
biofuel processing centers, FabLabs for clean tech 
prototyping). 

Market Access 
& Awareness 

Consumers or industries 
may be unaware of or 
resistant to new sustainable 
products; market entry can 
be hard for small players. 

– Awareness campaigns highlighting benefits of 
sustainable products (government or NGO-led).– 
Green procurement policies (government or large 
corporates) to create a guaranteed market for 
sustainable goods/services.– Support for 
participation in trade fairs and international markets 
for sustainable products (to help startups scale and 
find customers). 

Skilled Talent 
Shortage 

Lack of workers with 
expertise in sustainability 
sectors (e.g. renewable 
engineers, environmental 
scientists, sustainable 
designers). 

– Education and vocational training programs in 
relevant skills (renewables, sustainable design, etc.).– 
University-industry collaboration to ensure curricula 
match industry needs.– Attract global talent or 
diaspora with incentives to work on local sustainable 
projects (e.g., special visas, grants for returning 
experts). 

By addressing these challenges through targeted measures, countries can nurture a robust pipeline of 
sustainable entrepreneurs who not only create economic value but also drive societal progress towards 
environmental targets. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Sustainable development is inherently intertwined with entrepreneurship and the environment. This 
paper has examined both sides of the dualistic coin. From one standpoint, entrepreneurial innovation is 
a huge opportunity - entrepreneurs are responsible for the commercialization of renewable energy 
technologies, circular economy solutions, and new ways of reconciling economic activity with 
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environmental constraints. Sustainable entrepreneurship is growing exponentially, particularly in 
countries such as India, showing that if supported appropriately, and within the right future vision, new 
startup firms can drive economic growth while benefiting people and the planet. Conversely, without 
important checks and balances, entrepreneurship can perpetuate unsustainable patterns - one that can 
also exhibit explosive growth in resource extraction, pollution, and carbon emissions in the name of 
growth. The analysis of entrepreneurial ecosystems in this paper has also shown that in environmental 
terms, more is not always better - perhaps the actual quality or purpose of entrepreneurship is more 
important than the quantity of entrepreneurship when it comes to sustainability. 
The key takeaway is that sustainability must become a defining feature of entrepreneurship in the 21st 
century, rather than a niche or afterthought. This involves a paradigm shift from viewing environmental 
and social concerns as constraints or costs, to viewing them as core objectives and opportunities for value 
creation. Achieving this shift requires action by multiple stakeholders: entrepreneurs need to internalize 
sustainability principles in their business models; investors need to value long-term impact alongside 
financial returns; governments need to craft enabling environments where doing the sustainable thing is 
also the profitable thing (through correct incentives and regulations); and consumers need to support and 
demand sustainable goods and services, creating market pull. 
For researchers and policy-makers, there is a continuing need to deepen our understanding of what works 
in fostering sustainable entrepreneurship. Future research could explore, for example, the optimal policy 
mixes in different cultural contexts, the role of new technologies (like AI and IoT) in scaling sustainable 
solutions, or the impact of global crises (such as pandemics or climate-induced disasters) on 
entrepreneurial orientations toward sustainability. The COVID-19 pandemic, as noted, has already shifted 
some consumer preferences toward resilience and sustainability, which might incentivize more 
entrepreneurs to pivot in that direction. 
In conclusion, entrepreneurship can be either a sustainability enabler or a sustainability disruptor. To 
ensure it is the former, society must critically guide and support entrepreneurial activity onto a sustainable 
path. This means embracing the ethos that we do not inherit the Earth from our ancestors; we borrow 
it from our children – a perspective that future entrepreneurs should take to heart when building the 
world of tomorrow. By championing innovation that respects planetary boundaries and societal well-being, 
sustainable entrepreneurs can help turn the formidable challenges of environmental decline into 
opportunities for regenerative growth. The journey to truly sustainable entrepreneurship is underway, and 
its success will play a pivotal role in determining whether our global economy can thrive within the means 
of our one planet. 
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