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Abstract: The research topic of Ecopreneurship is growing and new questions emerge, whilst others
remain unanswered. This paper provides an extensive literature review and aims to highlight research
outputs and trends in ecopreneurship. Besides a reflection on the main features, motivations and
typologies of ecopreneurs, the paper provides a focus on the relationship between agribusiness and
ecopreneurship in order to outline issues that hopefully will be further investigated and extended
to other businesses. By following the main trends within the academic debate, the paper provides
insights into the defining the distinguishing traits of ecopreneurship when compared to traditional
entrepreneurship. The author provides an overview of research issues that could be explored in
the future.
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1. Introduction

The research field of entrepreneurship covers many issues; ecopreneurship, a niche within
entrepreneurship, came into the spotlight during the 1990s and it has attracted scholars’ attention.
Interest in this research issue keeps on growing; despite this, some research questions are still
open. Talking about ecopreneurs means not only dealing with some theoretical problems, but it also
invites scholars to reflect on the approach to adopt in research design. This paper presents the main
contributions to the study of ecopreneurs and ecopreneurship; a review of selected literature has been
performed, following the insights emerging from Hart, 1998 [1] and Jesson et al, 2011 [2]. The paper
also examines the boundaries of ecopreneurship and the emerging differences with traditional
entrepreneurship. Agribusiness is a breeding ground for ecopreneurship, given the relevant role
of resource exploitation and management and the importance of environmentally friendly practices;
this paper also investigates the role of ecopreneurs in agribusiness. Focussing on a specific sector leads
to a multitude of questions and to a discussion that points out the limits of research and the aspects to
be further investigated.

2. Ecopreneurship and Ecopreneurs

There is a wide debate on ecopreneurs and ecopreneurship; many definitions of ecopreneurship
have been provided by scholars. A first challenge when dealing with ecopreneurship is to find
a unique definition of ecopreneurs; this challenge arises firstly because the issue under investigation is
complex and secondly because the lack of academic consensus about what constitutes an entrepreneur
(Chell et al., 1991 [3]) makes it even harder to define ecopreneurship. The definition proposed by
Kirkwood and Walton (2010) [4] is widely employed and it suggests that ecopreneurs are entrepreneurs
who found new businesses based on the principles of sustainability. Isaak (1998; 2005) [5,6],
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when talking about ecopreneurial organizations, underlines the commitment of the organization
itself and Walley and Taylor (2002) [7] highlight that ecopreneurs can be considered as change drivers.
Thus, the interest towards ecopreneurship and ecopreneurs has significantly improved the number of
academic outcomes; furthermore, environmental issues have been progressively incorporated into
texts on entrepreneurship (Schaper, 2002) [8]. Nevertheless, the initiatives undertaken by tertiary
institutions have fostered interest in ecopreneurship; Schaper (2002) [8] clearly describes the process
that has promoted entrepreneurship by putting together the role of business venturing, start-ups and
institutions’ involvement.

Academic research somehow reflects the changes happening in ecopreneurship that, from a niche
theme, progressively became a wide research issue: If initially ecopreneurs were seen as solitary heroes
that were committed to spreading the gospel of a green vision to a naïve marketplace, today they are
business people who are determined to gain a reasonable market share in the relatively competitive
environment. The work by Shaltegger (2002) [9] clearly underlines that the business for ecopreneurs
can have extended boundaries.

Ecopreneurs have some distinctive traits when compared to traditional entrepreneurs; the debate
on the existing differences between ecopreneurs and entrepreneurs is far from finding a conclusion.
The growth and the evolution of research on ecopreneurship can be “measured” also by the great
discussion about ecopreneurship. Today, the situation is different from the one described by Hockerts
in 2006 [10]; the author, a decade ago, observed that the term ecopreneurs was mainly used in academic
circles. Now, ecopreneurship is a word widely employed and diffused among scholars, institutions,
associations and entrepreneurs. There are educational programmes that have been developed by
business schools with the aim of promoting ecopreneurship and stakeholder associations are actively
involved in facilitating ecopreneurship. There are nonprofit organizations—such as Ecopreneurs for
the Climate—that promote ecopreneurial culture and institutions support research projects that aim to
promote ecopreneurship. In ecopreneurship, policy makers see a tool for solving the environmental
and unemployment crisis (Isaak, 2016 [11]).

All these elements suggest the impact and the relevance of this research issue that was born as
a niche and is progressively gaining resonance and importance.

3. Characteristics

It is necessary to recall some of the knowledge on entrepreneurship if we want to outline the
characteristics of the ecopreneur; our approach follows what has already been done by a relevant
number of scholars in the field of ecopreneurship. Research on entrepreneurship is endless; a wide
branch of the research has investigated the characteristics of entrepreneurs. Some authors have
outlined how entrepreneurship is associated to psychological or sociological traits (Gibb, 1987 [12];
Low and MacMillan, 1988 [13]). It emerges that entrepreneurs are those who have an outstanding
attitude towards leadership, risk taking and independence; furthermore, entrepreneurs have a strong
need for achievement, a relevant task orientation and a high degree of tolerance of ambiguity.
Yet, entrepreneurship is linked to innovation (Drucker, 1985 [14]; Kao, 1997 [15]). The concept of
entrepreneur is complex and the combination of different approaches—such as the one proposed by
Carland et al. (1984 [16]; 1988 [17]) that put together the trait approach with the behavioural one—could
help in defining entrepreneurs. There has been a huge debate on the reliability of the models that
aim to predict entrepreneurial behaviour starting from personality traits and personal characteristics
(Hull et al., 1980 [18]); the literature has progressively evolved towards a classification of factors that
motivate entrepreneurship into pull and push factors (Gilad and Levine, 1986 [19]). Research on
ecopreneurship has followed the macro tendency shown by the wider field of entrepreneurship:
there are works whose aim is to outline the distinctive traits of ecopreneurs, whilst others provide
a detailed overview of push and pull ecopreneurial drivers. Background research suggests that one of
the main distinctive traits of ecopreneurs is the ability to shape the face of their companies (Schaltegger,
2002 [9]; Kirkwood and Walton, 2010 [4]): the strong commitment of ecopreneurs does not remain
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theory, but it translates into management practices or organizational solutions and changes the entire
business model. Emerging insights reinforce the need to adopt a behavioural perspective when
studying ecopreneurs in order to see how peoples’ idealistic issues influence the everyday life of
a company. The relationships between personal motivations and company structure emerge from the
work of Walley and Taylor (2002) [7]: their research illustrates how firms can be shaped according to
the ecopreneurs’ belief set and motivations.

Some authors have underlined the inner tension experienced by ecopreneurs who often must
choose between making profits or going green; Linnanen (2002) [20]—by combining the desire to make
money with the desire to change the world—explores how people manage the contraposition between
profits and ideals. Thus, over the years, the context has changed: globally, awareness of green issues
has improved; scholars have explored the existing linkages between sustainability and competitive
advantage (Porter and van der Linde, 2005 [21]) and the relationships between competitive advantage
and shared values (Kramer and Porter, 2011 [22]). The interest shown by Venture Capitalists towards
ecopreneurs has grown over the years and it indicates the ongoing changes. Venture capitalists
(VCs) have understood the benefits emerging when funding ecopreneurial activities (O’Rourke,
2010 [23]); the problems that initially arose—that were linked to VCs’ requests in terms of returns and
profitability that were almost impossible to meet—have been partially solved through the diffusion
of a more sustainable approach to business venturing (O’Rourke, 2010 [23]). Business Angels and
Venture Capitalists have changed their cultural approach and perception of environmental issues;
this made market capital more accessible. Furthermore, the relationship between ecopreneurship
and the profitability of the firms has changed; as emerges from the literature (O’Rourke, 2010 [23]),
ethical or socially responsible investors underline social benefits.

Ecopreneurs have a strong linkage with the firms’ external environment: Schaltegger (2002) [9]
underlines this relationship, given ecopreneurs’ ability to shape their companies from the outset.
Ecopreneurs, with their behaviours, can influence the competitive environment from the outset;
background research has highlighted the relational trait of green entrepreneurs and ecopreneurs
as being involved in a process of making and remaking—as it is called by O’Neill and Gibbs
(2016) [24]—that makes ecopreneurship vary temporally and spatially (O’Neill and Gibbs, 2016 [24]).
Yet Houtbeckers (2016) [25] describes ecopreneurship as a mundane process that evolves over time.
In their work, ecopreneurs contribute to the expansion of the green and sustainable economy and
provide new solutions and practices that can be adopted by the industry. Several works have outlined
the role of green entrepreneurship as a change agent (Affolderbach and Krueger, 2016 [26]; Anderson,
1998 [27]; Keogh and Polonsky, 1998 [28]; Pastakia, 1998 [29]; Walley et al., 2010 [30]). What ecopreneurs
make is embedded in social relations: Anderson (1998) [27] observes that as well as entrepreneurship,
environmentalism is embedded in the social context. Kirkwood and Walton (2010 [4]) highlight
that the social context that ecopreneurs experience deeply influences their behaviour; furthermore,
they observe that in some countries the diffusion of an environmentalist culture is more facilitated
than in others.

4. Classifications and Typologies

Background research has provided many classifications of ecopreneurs. Ecopreneurs are different
since their business motivations differ; nevertheless, the lack of empirical research that characterizes
this part of the literature, contributes to presenting ecopreneurship as a static phenomenon (Fong et al.,
2014 [31]). Classifications can be employed for understanding current research perspectives or
for defining motivations and issues of ecopreneurs. By proposing a description of behaviours,
classifications help to define a research object; this is one of the emerging aims of the work proposed
by Walley and Taylor (2002) [7]. If, on one side, categories can help academicians to investigate
ecopreneurs, on the other, they can limit scholars’ work: this issue emerges from the work by
O’Neill and Gibbs (2016) [24] who underline the risk of fixity behind proposed net categories of
green entrepreneurs.
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A common trait of the works that examine the typologies of ecopreneurs is the focus on
individuals; research focuses on personal motivations, beliefs and psychological traits, whilst less
attention is given to the reasons that explain ecopreneurs’ capability to seize opportunities (Gibbs,
2009 [32]). This trend in research reflects the structure of the conventional literature on entrepreneurship
(Fong et al., 2014 [31]). The model proposed by Walley and Taylor (2002) [7] distinguishes four
typologies of green entrepreneurs: innovative opportunists, visionary champions, ethical mavericks
and ad hoc enviropreneurs (or environmental entrepreneurs). The authors combine the two dimensions
that, in their vision, mainly shape ecopreneurship; the authors put personal orientation (motivation)
in relation to the external context (structural influences). This work is remarkable not only for the
proposed model but also for the continuum that emerges with the general theory on entrepreneurship
(Thompson and Scott, 2010 [33]). Additionally, the authors highlight how important typologies
are for the academic literature: typologies can be employed for identifying those features that
better explain ecopreneurs’ behaviour. Given the nature of ecopreneurs, who evolve over time,
Walley and Taylor (2002) [7] suggest that a framework based on typologies should be adopted for
defining the evolutionary paths of ecopreneurs. Other insights emerge from the model proposed
by Linnanen (2002) [20] that put the accent on the relationship between motivations and profits;
ecopreneurs can be classified as self-employed, a non-profit business, opportunists and successful
idealists. The relationship between ideals and making money has been widely debated among scholars
since the question “how can I combine my motivations with the need to make profits?” was posed
among ecopreneurs.

Schaltegger (2010) [34] designs a framework that underlines the effects of ecopreneurs on the
market: the author combines personal goals with market focus and three profiles emerge (ecopreneurs,
bioneers and alternative actors). According to the priority given to sustainable issues, organizations
can be more or less oriented to pursue a sustainable strategy; instead, those firms who see sustainability
as the core of their business link their economic success to their firms’ sustainability performance.
In Schaltegger (2010) [34], the focus is on the ecopreneurial purpose to achieve considerable market
share; in another work, Schaltegger and Wagner (2011) [35] underline that ecopreneurs historically
focused on environmental performance rather than on social performance, and they pay less attention
to sustainability performance (that combines social and environmental issues), which is seldom
perceived as a core business goal.

The importance of the market when defining typologies of entrepreneurs also emerges from the
work by de Bruin and Lewis (2010) [36] that correlates market orientation (from not oriented to the
mass market) with green entrepreneurship response (individual, business or social); by employing this
model, the authors were able to design the evolving paths of the examined companies.

One of the most cited typologies is the one proposed by Isaak (1998) [5]; this model focuses on
companies’ green and environmental orientation examined at the initial stage of the firms’ lifecycle.
Isaak (1998) [5] introduces the distinction between green business and green green business: the first
typology identifies companies and entrepreneurs who adopt environmental management practices
after the start-up phase; the second typology identifies those companies that were born green and
that are run by entrepreneurs with a strong environmental commitment. The works by Isaak (1998 [5];
2005 [6]) stimulate some reflection upon entrepreneurs, beginning with the role given to environmental
issues when planning the firms’ activity. It clearly emerges that besides the works that deal with
entrepreneurs, there are other papers that focus on firms, such as the one by Freimann et al. (2005) [37]
which proposes an empirical investigation on the ecological orientation of German start-up companies;
according to the authors, start-ups can be classified into eco-dedicated, eco-open and eco-reluctant.

5. Motivations

The reasons behind ecopreneurial motivations have been deeply investigated by scholars.
The traditional approach that distinguishes between push and pull factors is highly adopted in
ecopreneurial studies (Kirkwood and Walton, 2010 [4]; Segal et al., 2005 [38]).
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A lot has been written on how personal motivations inspire ecopreneurs. Scholars (Kirkwood and
Walton, 2010 [4]) have investigated this issue in order to find out similarities and differences between
ecopreneurs and traditional entrepreneurs. The wide diffusion of environmental practices among firms
has extended the debate on the “authenticity” of ecopreneurs: in some cases, entrepreneurs decide
to employ environmentally friendly practices because they are forced by laws or regulatory systems.
Zahraie et al. [39] analyse the role of environmental entrepreneurs in promoting and facilitating
sustainability in the New Zealand wine industry; the authors clearly distinguish between ecopreneurs
and winegrowers that operate on a larger scale.

Schaltegger (2002) [9] underlines how firms, in some cases, simply “manage” environmental
issues; other firms instead consider environmental issues as central to their core business. Therefore,
not all entrepreneurs that deal with sustainable issues can be considered as ecopreneurs. Who is
an authentic ecopreneur? There is no doubt that personal attitude and motivations play a key role in
shaping authentic ecopreneurs.

Background research (Kirkwood and Walton, 2010 [4]) shows that an increase in market
opportunities has supported the diffusion of ecopreneurship. Many factors have contributed to
improve market attractiveness for sustainable oriented firms: first of all, consumers have changed
and their awareness towards environmental issues has improved (Laroche et al., 2001 [40]) with the
result of creating a demand for eco-products. The segment of environmentally friendly products has
registered a development in terms of size and market share (Schaltegger, 2002 [9]; Cohen and Winn,
2007 [41]), and this has attracted new ecopreneurs.

Therefore, another interesting aspect with sociological implications, is the growing aversion of
some consumer segments towards Multinational or Large Corporations (Webb et al., 2008 [42]) that
are seen as responsible for not adopting sustainable practices; this shared feeling has promoted the
consumption of products with sustainable or green issues. In their work, Kirkwood and Walton
(2010) [4] have clearly described the relationships between consumer demand for environmentally
friendly products and the increasing market opportunities for firms.

The benefits of pursuing a sustainable orientation are two-fold: on one side, entrepreneurs can
operate in a growing and profitable market (Schaltegger [9], 2002; Schaper, 2002 [8]); on the other side,
firms can gain a competitive advantage by consolidating the company reputation (Miles and Covin,
2000 [43]; Kirkwood and Walton, 2010 [4]).

6. A Focus on Agribusiness

The literature that deals with the relationship between environment and agribusiness is wide
and it explores many aspects, from the response to environmental issues at a country level, to the
definition of performance measurement and the description of practices. A relevant part of the research
focuses on the relationship between stakeholders and environmental management (see for a literature
review, Reed, 2008 [44]); furthermore, there are many case studies that outline how environmentally
friendly firms operate in agribusiness. However, there is a lack of research on the specific topic of
ecopreneurship in agribusiness.

There is a strong linkage between entrepreneurship and agriculture (Alsos et al., 2011 [45]);
from the literature, it emerges that the relationship between agriculture and entrepreneurship is at
the centre of a wide debate. McElwee (2008) [46] focuses on farmers and from his work it emerges
that farmers face strong barriers to becoming entrepreneurs and these barriers are greater than in
other sectors. The work by McElwee (2008) [46] provides some useful insights for understanding
the issue of ecopreneurship in agribusiness. First of all, the concept of agribusiness has evolved
since its first introduction by Davis in 1956 [47] and it has been reframed as an approach that slowly
turned from being farm centric to consumer and resource centric (Shultz and Edward, 2005) [48];
McElwee (2008) [46] underlines that the emergence of new consumer needs and the existing constraints
in natural resource availability have reinforced the sustainable orientation of agribusiness. According
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to Avolio et al., 2014 [49], the linkage between the concepts of sustainability, eco-innovation and
ecopreneurship in the agricultural sector clearly emerges (Avolio et al., 2014 [49]).

It must be said that agribusiness was touched by many phenomena that have improved the
overall sustainable orientation within the business. First of all, pressures arising from consumer
and environmental movements have reshaped the market: a sense of dissatisfaction towards
industrialization has pervaded many profitable customer segments and has laid down the roots
for the development of niches. Secondly, innovative technologies are available from related businesses
and they can be implemented in the agrifood industry for reinforcing environmental orientation.
The overall accessibility of technologies has improved, and technological solutions can be borrowed
from other research fields and, then, they can be employed in agriculture. A clear example is the
implementation of drones in agriculture (Anderson, 2014 [50]); drones can help firms to gain data and
information that can be used for multiple purposes, including the reduction of pesticides. Resource
management is one of the key issues addressed by the EU for the implementation of sustainable
practices in agriculture; within this framework, technology plays a leading role (Antonopoulos et al.,
2015 [51]). In Agribusiness, ecopreneurs can positively influence firms to act more sustainably (Naumes,
M. J., and Kammermeyer, 2010 [52]).

The relationship between ecopreneurs and technology has been investigated. Most of the
research has focused on the role that ecopreneurs, seen as change agents, have in the diffusion
of innovation: Pastakia (1998 [29]) underlines that ecopreneurs are individuals that seek to promote
eco-friendly ideas/products/technology. From the literature, we do not have any insights into the
ability of ecopreneurs to borrow technology from related or other fields, and, then, to develop new
industry solutions. In fact, in the literature, there are many cases that describe the development
of new technologies applied to agribusiness (see, among others, Pastakia, 1998 [29]), but it is hard
to find empirical articles that investigate the process that leads to technology implementation and
development; it is even harder to find papers that outline the peculiarities of ecopreneurs who are
committed to developing new technologies in agribusiness. Most of the considerations that can
be drawn from the literature remain at a general level. According to the World Business Council
for Sustainable Development (WBCSD, 2010 [53]; Indaco-Patters et al., 2013 [54]), ecopreneurs are
key drivers (Indaco-Patters et al., 2013 [54] call them catalysts) of innovation, and they promote
a change from a business vision based on the exploitation of natural resources, to one that is based on
resource preservation.

Ecopreneurs who operate in agribusiness, also find a breeding ground for the development of new
technologies, due to market and industry pressures for assuring food quality, safety and consumer trust;
these elements, combined with the emerging interest for environmental control, have been supported
by organizations and institutions, and, consequently they have shaped ecopreneurs (Antonopoulos et
al., 2015 [51]).

Food and agribusiness industries are characterized by a strong interest towards eco innovation
activities, such as the implementation of cleaner and more efficient processes, recycling, waste
and water management, etc. (Cuerva et al., 2014 [55]). SMEs have been at the centre of this
“greening process”, since SMEs are highly adaptable and have a strong attitude to understanding local
markets (Moore and Manring, 2009 [56]; Cuerva et al., 2014 [55]).

Market conditions are drivers for ecopreneurship in agriculture. There is a wide consensus about
the positive role that consumers have in the development of a market for sustainable products.

An interesting issue emerges from the works by Cuerva et al. (2014 [55]) and Hockerts and
Wustenhagen (2010 [57]), who highlight how the development in the retailing industry has promoted
the birth of small shops that specialize in natural or eco-friendly products. The growing interest
of consumers towards these kinds of food products has supported entrepreneurs to grow and sell
products characterized by ethical issues (Holt, 2012 [58]). In their article, Cuerva et al. (2014 [55]),
by focusing on the UK market, point out some questions that still remain open and that are valid for
other countries: Will ecopreneurship in the food sector help deliver a sustainable future? How will
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ecopreneurs deliver quality produce alongside demands for cheaper and more processed foods in the
supermarkets? What motivations, personal development skills and managerial qualities are required
for future ecopreneurs in a highly competitive sector?

Lasner and Hamm (2011) [59], in an empirical investigation on pioneer ecopreneurs in aquaculture,
point out that the drivers that have promoted an ecopreneurial approach to the business were the
ongoing deployment of natural resources, the demand for the market and the interest in growth
shown by institutions and policy makers. Thus, the ecopreneurs examined vary in terms of personal
commitment and approach to technical issues and problems. The authors show that economic
uncertainty and prejudice towards organic methods can negatively affect ecopreneurial diffusion
in the considered sector; on the other side, organizations can be catalysts for the development of
ecopreneurship when involved in disseminating the results of positive impacts of a sustainable
approach to business. Nevertheless, working on the reinforcement of the linkages and differences
between traditional and innovative methods could be extremely helpful, since it emerges from the
research that the lack of detailed information about sustainable practices—that in some cases derive
from a learning by doing experience—can negatively affect the diffusion of a sustainable approach
within the business. This is also confirmed by researches carried out in other businesses: in the wine
business, scholars (Santini et al., 2013 [60]) have shown that the development of a shared “handbook” of
sustainable practices realized by entrepreneurs had a positive impact on the diffusion of a sustainable
orientation among wine firms in California.

7. Ecopreneurship and Traditional Entrepreneurship

Since many authors define ecopreneurship as a mix between ecological issues and
entrepreneurship (see, among others, Schaltegger, 2002 [9]), they tend to find in ecopreneurs traits that
are more or less developed than in traditional entrepreneurship.

There are many works that explore the differences between traditional entrepreneurship and
ecopreneurship. The thematic is controversial and it is hard to provide an answer: in his work,
Linnanen (2005) [61] writes: “Is environmental entrepreneurship something different from ordinary
entrepreneurship? The right answer might be both no and yes. Most of the normal entrepreneurial
laws, such as the correlation between risk and profit, the right timing for market entry and the
need for adequate financial and human capital are valid also in environmental ventures. To be
successful, environmental entrepreneurs should move fast, motivate others and take risks as well as
anticipate and supply what large numbers of people want. However, the values-based leadership
often rightly associated with environmental entrepreneurs gives a special flavour to these businesses.”
(p. 110). There is no doubt that the answer to the above questions also depends on the authors’
approach to ecopreneurship. This also clearly emerges from the work by Phillips (2005) [62],
who finds, in the tension that ecopreneurs experience between their values and current constructions
of entrepreneurship, one of the main differences between ecopreneurship and entrepreneurship;
those who see in entrepreneurs a strong orientation towards maximizing profits (Friedman and
Phillips, 2003 in Phillips, 2005 [62]), recognize in ecopreneurs a less materialistic attitude. Ecopreneurs
feel not only the pressure of financials, but also the need to make their business vision accepted by the
majority of the population (Zahraie, 2016 [39]).

Hence, since the market opportunities linked to environmental products are growing,
the opportunities that ecopreneurs have to make profits are higher; as a consequence, due to changes
happening in this context, an excessive focus on this aspect might create misunderstanding.

Ecopreneurship can be considered as one of the typologies within the entrepreneurship
domain (Schaper, 2002 [8]): in this sense, ecopreneurs distinguish themselves through their highly
environmentally responsible business practices and values.

Some authors (Dixton and Clifford, 2007 [63]) have underlined ecopreneurs’ ability to establish
relationships with multiple stakeholders; relationships enable the company to pursue a strategy based
on environmental values.
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Another distinctive trait is that ecopreneurs must adopt a social perspective when considering
the innovative solution that they propose: ecopreneurs are often responsible for the introduction of
breakthrough innovation and they need to be more aware of underlining the social aspects of their
work than traditional entrepreneurs (Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011 [35]).

The commitment shown by ecopreneurs not only facilitates the introduction of radical ecological
innovation, but it also helps ecopreneurs to recognize as opportunities situations that other
entrepreneurs would define as of low interest (Keogh and Polonsky, 1998 [28], pp. 40, 42).
Ecopreneurs can act as facilitators of change and they contribute to creating new institutions and
structures in their industry; this clearly emerges from the work of Zahraie et al. (2016) [39].

Some authors (Schaltegger, 2002 [9]) underline that ecopreneurs are more focused on personal
initiatives and skills rather than having developed an interest towards management systems or
technical procedures. Thus, the adoption of a wide market perspective implies the development of
managerial skills. The work by Rodgers (2010) [64] focuses on the abilities and skills that ecopreneurs
must possess; besides those traits that in ecopreneurs are more accentuated than in traditional
entrepreneurs, some novelty emerges in terms of the perception of benefits being based on the idea
of well-being rather than on economic principles; also, a deep attention to lifestyle and to pursuing
economic activities that preserve what is good for themselves distinguishes ecopreneurs.

It is hard to outline traits that exclusively belong to ecopreneurs and not to traditional
entrepreneurs; going back to the provocative question posed by Linnanen (2005) [61], we can say that
ecopreneurs have in their DNA an openness towards ecological and social responsibilities.

The systematic integration of sustainability in the set of cultural values that belong to
entrepreneurs is the main feature that characterizes ecopreneurs.

Another important issue is that co-creation is a key issue in ecopreneurship; co-creation
is characterized by a high degree of creativity, collaboration and by a societal orientation.
From a marketing perspective, co-creation is opposite to customization (Kristensson et al., 2008 [65])
and fits perfectly with ecopreneurs’ business approach.

The work by Edgeman (2015 [66]) outlines that firms and ecopreneurs must face wicked global
challenges (climate changes and global warming; extreme weather events, drought and desertification;
food availability and distribution; pollution; human diseases in general); the paper highlights situations
and examples that depict how firms approach sustainability; as a consequence, ecopreneurs must
have the ability to employ several tools in order to face wicked challenges and to perform a critical
analysis of information. Ecopreneurs need to recognize the need for data analysis and information and
to be open to employing sophisticated data analytic capabilities within their companies (Edgeman,
2015 [66]).

The work by Gallagher (2012) [67] includes part of an interview with an ecopreneur who declares,
“You must have the standard entrepreneurship aspect down before you can add the eco aspect” (p. 175).

8. Discussion and Conclusions

The issue of ecopreneurship is progressively attracting many scholars. What emerges from the
literature is that there are many works that provide theoretical contributions, but fewer empirical
researches have been carried out. There are many reasons behind the lack of empirical research;
first of all, it is difficult to draw the boundaries of ecopreneurship and this represents a first barrier
to overcome. Thus, besides the huge efforts expended in defining ecopreneurship and exploring
its features, the impression is that the research has floundered at a theoretical level of the debate.
Empirical researches would represent significant progress towards the diffusion of a grounded theory
approach to the study of ecopreneurship. Moreover, the first step could be the implementation of
empirical research based on available models; further development of case studies and empirical
investigations on a larger scale would significantly improve this research field. The grounded theory
approach has been employed by some scholars in their work on ecopreneurship (Gilstrap and Gilstrap
in Gallagher, 2012 [67]; Lasner and Ulrich, 2014 [68]) for understanding ecopreneurial traits or for
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defining typologies of ecopreneurs. Yet, further steps for the development of a grounded theory based
approach to ecopreneurship should be made.

As we have highlighted in this paper, a relevant part of the literature has aimed to define
typologies and categories of ecopreneurs, whilst fewer attempts have been made to employ emerging
typologies within the analysis of a set of data. We have highlighted the existing differences among
typologies of green entrepreneurs (see, among others, Isaak, 2005 [6]) and the development of studies
that analyse the strategic implications of a sustainable orientation for companies (see, among others,
Santini et al., 2013 [60]; Casini et al., 2010 [69]) have also raised another question: is it possible to
conceive a development path for ecopreneurs? Further research should be conducted in this direction,
too; such a trend in research would help to confer dynamicity to this niche of studies. Given the growing
competitiveness in the sustainable agrifood industry, it is appropriate to suppose that ecopreneurs,
along with their strategies, will change in order to face new market challenges and needs. A reflection
on skills and competences is appropriate: there is no doubt that motivations play a key role, but when
a degree of competitiveness arises, competences become key issues. A new research question will soon
emerge: how to employ motivation in the definition of a set of unique skills and competences?

As for the differences between ecopreneurs and traditional entrepreneurs, the matter is still open.
Background research has highlighted that in ecopreneurs some traits that characterize traditional
entrepreneurs are emphasized. From the literature, it emerges that new researches should be carried
out in order to further explore the insights of the last fifteen years in academia.

It can be said that even if the academic debate is booming, research is still at its embryo stage in
some areas of ecopreneurship. On the other hand, we must also underline that many scholars suggest
academicians expend their time and efforts carrying out empirical researches.

From our research, it also emerges that some investigations should be carried out at
an intersectorial level: beside the fact that it is clear that differences occur at a country level, it would be
interesting to understand what happens among sectors. In this paper, we have underlined the dynamics
of ecopreneurship in agribusiness; the starting point was the clear linkage between agribusiness and
ecopreneurship. Thus, it would be useful to investigate how sector dynamics affect the birth of
ecopreneurship and if the differences perceived among sectors in terms of degree of innovativeness
have a similar echo within the ecopreneurship sphere. The debate on ecopreneurship seems to have
solid bases for development in the coming years and for evolution in multiple directions.
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