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Abstract  Using fuzzy set qualitative compara-
tive analysis (fsQCA), we examine the association of 
regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive dimen-
sions with sustainable entrepreneurship and sustain-
ability impact in the entrepreneurially dynamic region 
of Catalonia in Spain. We identify four distinct con-
figurations of institutional dimensions explaining our 
outcomes. A strong normative dimension, measured 
through sustainability culture, and the perception of 
sustainable business opportunities in the cultural-cog-
nitive dimension both emerge as critical institutional 
enablers. Additionally, either the normative or cultural-
cognitive dimension can compensate for the absence of 
government support (regulative dimension). This study 
advances theory by emphasising the interplay of these 
institutional enablers and highlighting the relevance 
of the cultural-cognitive dimension for sustainable 

entrepreneurship. Policymakers could consider these 
findings to effectively encourage diverse pathways to 
enable sustainable entrepreneurship and to scale genu-
ine sustainability impact.

Plain English Summary  This paper examines the 
association of regulations, social norms, and cultural-
cognitive processes with sustainable entrepreneurial 
activity and sustainability impact. We identify four con-
figurations revealing distinct interactions of institutional 
dimensions fostering sustainable entrepreneurship. 
Social norms and cultural-cognitive processes appear 
especially relevant, giving new insights into how to drive 
sustainable change beyond a fixation on technologi-
cal advances effectively. From a policy perspective, we 
advocate for government interventions to restructure reg-
ulatory frameworks in ways that systematically support 
sustainable entrepreneurs. We also emphasise the criti-
cal importance of revitalising citizen political participa-
tion to shape sustainability action and business practices, 
preventing the responsibility for addressing environmen-
tal and social challenges from falling entirely on market 
forces. Lastly, we point out the need for multidisciplinary 
business education programs equipping founders with 
new skill sets to act upon sustainability challenges while 
creating resilient and publicly desired organisations.
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1  Introduction

Sustainable entrepreneurship potentially creates 
radical, incremental change toward restoring the bal-
ance between nature, society, and economic activity 
(Parrish, 2010) and re-purposes the economic sys-
tem to operate within Earth’s planetary boundaries 
(Schaltegger et al., 2018). To truly overcome the iner-
tia hindering sustainability transformations, scholars 
increasingly draw attention toward societal structures 
(Stål, 2015; Vatn, 2020). This shift moves the debate 
beyond the efficiency and innovation potential at the 
organisational level (Henrysson & Nuur, 2021), high-
lighting instead the crucial role of the institutional 
environment into which sustainable entrepreneurship 
is embedded (Gast et  al., 2017; Maaßen & Urbano, 
2024; Sud et al., 2009).

Concerning institutions, scholars have examined 
topics such as legitimacy (Spanuth & Urbano, 2024; 
Vedula et al., 2022b), hybridity (Davies & Chambers, 
2018) and the influence of institutional factors on sus-
tainable entrepreneurship (Meek et  al., 2010; Wang 
et  al., 2022; Wasserbaur et  al., 2022; Wesseh et  al., 
2024). While some research has explored the idea 
that institutional factors form configurations (Stephan 
et al., 2015), most contributions to date have analysed 
these factors in isolation, leaving a gap in understand-
ing their joint effects.

More precisely, there is still a limited under-
standing of how institutional dimensions interact to 
shape sustainable entrepreneurship and sustainabil-
ity impact.1 Therefore, we ask: How and why do the 
institutional dimensions (regulative, normative, and 
cultural-cognitive) interact and are associated with 
sustainable entrepreneurial activity and sustainability 
impact?

To answer this research question, we build a con-
figurational model (Furnari et al., 2021) on the inter-
play of institutional dimensions and their influence on 

sustainable entrepreneurship. This model comprises 
three dimensions (regulative, normative, and cultural-
cognitive institutions) based on Scott’s (1995) institu-
tional framework. A systemic view and the study of 
interacting institutional dimensions are decisive for 
understanding institutional arrangements, e.g. how 
sustainable entrepreneurs rely on different sets of 
institutional enablers depending on their context.

To investigate this model, we apply fuzzy set 
qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) (Ragin, 
2008) and derive configurations based on 124 survey 
answers of sustainable entrepreneurs from the entre-
preneurially vibrant region of Catalonia in Spain. 
Then, we further illustrate the configurations quali-
tatively through six in-depth interviews and second-
ary sources. FsQCA is particularly effective in iden-
tifying and analysing complex configurations that 
are difficult to capture with traditional qualitative or 
quantitative methods (Fiss, 2007). Its systematic and 
structured approach allowed us to investigate how dif-
ferent institutional enablers interact to shape sustain-
able entrepreneurship and sustainability outcomes.

Results reveal four distinct configurations of insti-
tutional dimensions, highlighting how their interplay 
is linked to sustainable entrepreneurial activity and 
sustainability impact. The interaction of the norma-
tive and cultural-cognitive dimensions is associated 
with our outcomes. Additionally, in isolation, the 
normative or cultural-cognitive dimension can com-
pensate for the absence of the regulative dimension. 
Understanding such institutional enablers (Davidsson 
et al., 2020; Kimjeon & Davidsson, 2021) as condu-
cive to sustainable entrepreneurship has important 
theoretical and policy implications.

We advance theory in three different ways. First, 
by employing fsQCA methodology, we examine the 
complementarity and substitution effects of institu-
tional dimensions, offering a more nuanced under-
standing compared to their analysis in isolation. 
Second, we highlight the critical role of informal 
institutions, particularly the interaction between nor-
mative and cultural-cognitive dimensions, as essential 
enablers for sustainable entrepreneurs. Third, we are 
among the few studies to incorporate the cultural-
cognitive dimension, enhancing understanding of 
why certain individuals act upon sustainability within 
similar societal constraints and shedding light on the 
pivotal role of cognitive and emotional processes in 
driving such actions.

1  We understand sustainability impact, in line with Fichter 
et  al. (2023), as the medium- or long-term system-level 
changes in social, technical, or natural systems that contribute 
to sustainable development by addressing meso- and macro-
level phenomena beyond organizational boundaries and single-
stakeholder value creation.
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2 � Theoretical framework

2.1 � The institutional approach and sustainable 
entrepreneurship

The institutional approach is a widely accepted 
framework for examining entrepreneurship, posit-
ing that the legal and sociocultural context impacts 
a person’s choice to start a business (Busenitz et al., 
2000). Accordingly, the institutional environment 
shapes entrepreneurial activity (Audretsch & Belitski, 
2017; Bradley & Klein, 2016). In the past, the impact 
of institutional factors on entrepreneurship and eco-
nomic development has been extensively studied 
(Urbano et  al., 2019) with authors suggesting that 
institutions are conducive to economic development 
(Baumol, 1990; Rodrik, 2003). Specifically, strong 
institutions precondition a higher level of entrepre-
neurial quality and activity (Baumol, 1990; Baumol 
& Strom, 2007).

North (1990, 2005) distinguish between for-
mal and informal institutions. Informal institutions 
encompass belief systems (e.g. role models and trust), 
social norms and culture (e.g. entrepreneurial culture 
and community-wide normative) and cognitive fac-
tors (e.g. skills, risk-taking and leadership). Formal 
institutions are procedures and costs to create a firm 
and support mechanisms for new firm creation (e.g. 
property rights, contracts, procedures, and laws and 
regulations). He highlights the dominance of informal 
institutions over formal ones, noting that while for-
mal rules change quickly and have limited influence 
on human behaviour, informal institutions are deeply 
rooted in cultural beliefs, evolve slowly, and better 
explain human choices (North, 1990, 2005).

Building on this, Scott (1995) further specifies this 
framework, identifying three institutional dimensions: 
regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive. These 
dimensions impact entrepreneurial activity (Álva-
rez et  al., 2014) since they set explicit and implicit 
boundaries for individual actions (Welter, 2012). In 
fact, higher-quality entrepreneurial ecosystems are 
shaped by a combination of regulative, normative, 
and cultural-cognitive institutional pillars conducive 
to sustainable entrepreneurship (Audretsch et  al., 
2021).

So far, sustainable entrepreneurship research-
ers have—explicitly or implicitly—studied Scott’s 
(1995) institutional dimensions related to sustainable 

entrepreneurship in isolation. For instance, concern-
ing the regulative dimension and its effect on sustain-
able entrepreneurship, authors examined green entre-
preneurship policy (Wang et  al., 2022), government 
support (Zhao et  al., 2021), environmental compli-
ance (Wesseh et al., 2024), and financial, educational, 
and political support (Sahasranamam & Nandakumar, 
2020). In terms of the normative dimension, research-
ers explored social norms (Meek et  al., 2010), cul-
tural values (Hechavarría, 2016), societal collectivism 
and trust (Pathak et  al., 2016), and entrepreneurial 
culture (Boffa et  al., 2023). Regarding the cultural-
cognitive dimension, Krueger et  al. (2011) analyse 
entrepreneurial cognition to understand deep mental 
models to understand sustainable thinking. A few 
studies analysed all three institutional dimensions 
through Scott’s (1995) framework related to sustain-
able entrepreneurship. Works focus on gaining legiti-
macy (Gasbarro et  al., 2018), institutional barriers 
(Steinz et al., 2016), and environmental quality mod-
erated by institutions (He et al., 2020), while only one 
identified contribution analysed the joint institutional 
effects of the regulative, normative, and cultural-cog-
nitive dimensions (Stephan et  al., 2015). Although 
Stephan et  al. (2015) theorise configurations, their 
methodological approach employs multilevel analysis 
to test linear relationships and interactions between 
institutional dimensions. Considering configura-
tions as causally complex, quantitative methods are 
criticised for their limitations in addressing equifinal-
ity—the idea that multiple pathways can lead to the 
same outcome (Fiss, 2007). In contrast, fsQCA is 
specifically helpful in revealing the causal nature of 
configurations, such as conceptualising cases as com-
binations of attributes. FsQCA emphasises the com-
binatory nature of attributes, uncovering how specific 
configurations of institutional dimensions interact to 
produce a given outcome (Fiss, 2011).

2.2 � A configurational perspective on institutional 
dimensions and sustainable entrepreneurship

To analyse the interconnected nature of institutional 
factors, we build a configurational model of institu-
tions’ combined influence on sustainable entrepre-
neurship (Fig.  1). We rely on Scott’s (1995) frame-
work to group the institutional factors potentially 
influencing sustainable entrepreneurship. This frame-
work emphasises the interaction between regulative 
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factors (government support), normative factors 
(sustainability culture) and cultural-cognitive factors 
(opportunities to start a sustainable firm).

The regulative dimension involves formal rules, 
laws, and regulations. It is about governance, com-
pliance, and the formal structure that dictates how 
organisations and individuals behave, enforced 
through laws and government policies (Scott, 1995). 
There is a long tradition of institutional economists 
studying rules and regulations for successful sus-
tainability governance, identifying property rights, 
ownership and contracts as efficient regulative 
tools (Agrawal, 2001; Cole et al., 2014; Schlager & 
Ostrom, 1992). Precisely, Vatn (2010) argues that 
transacting over environmental amenities is always 
costly, making state intervention a precondition 
for enabling the market creation of environmental 
services.

In entrepreneurship, the regulative dimension 
takes form in contracts, procedures of firm crea-
tion, political structure, and property rights, associ-
ated with reductions in transaction costs enabling or 
constraining entrepreneurial activity (Urbano et  al., 
2019). Since governments pressure economic actors 
to reach sustainability goals, a series of laws and 
policies are enforced targeting industries to transi-
tion to low-carbon economies. These regulations 
are meant to encourage sustainable practices of eco-
nomic actors and entail regulations on emissions, 

waste management, or resource utilisation.2 Regula-
tions especially but not exclusively affect incumbents 
having difficulties shifting their core business model, 
therefore trying to reduce the creation of negative 
environmental externalities3 by complying with mini-
mum environmental liabilities.

Sustainable entrepreneurs, however, are new mar-
ket entrants with a higher potential to adopt radical 
and holistic sustainable business models (Henry 
et  al., 2020). Previous research found that govern-
ment incentive programs and policies play a crucial 
role in facilitating sustainable entrepreneurship (Hall 

Fig. 1   Configurational model

2  Some examples at the EU level are (1) the Extended Pro-
ducer Responsibility (EPR), an environmental policy making 
producers responsible for the entire lifecycle of their products, 
especially for their take-back, recycling, and final disposal, 
(2) the “Polluter Pays Principle”, a policy approach where the 
costs of environmental damage are borne by the parties respon-
sible for causing the pollution, incentivizing businesses to 
adopt more sustainable and environmentally friendly practices, 
and (3) the Nature Restoration Law aiming to restore ecosys-
tems and biodiversity across the EU’s land and sea areas, set-
ting specific targets for habitat restoration that can impact busi-
nesses by requiring changes in land management practices, 
potentially affecting sectors like agriculture, construction, and 
energy.
3  Environmental externalities refer to external costs that stem 
from economic activities, exerting negative impacts outside the 
marketplace. These are effects caused by one party on another, 
without any form of compensation, for example, environmental 
degradation (van den Bergh, 2001).
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et al., 2010; Pacheco et al., 2010; Zhao et al., 2021). 
Particularly, Wang et al. (2022) found evidence of the 
influence of specific environmental subsidies support-
ing green technological innovation, green fiscal poli-
cies, or investments for green jobs, skills, and training 
on sustainable entrepreneurship.

The normative dimension encompasses social 
norms, values, and standards, reflecting how societal 
expectations shape behaviours and practices (Scott, 
1995). North (1990) describes them as practised 
codes of conduct structuring societal interactions. 
Social norms are embodied in the values, culture, and 
social capital that define societies.

The literature agrees on the relevance of social 
norms for a functioning economy, collective well-
being, and sustainability. Ostrom (2000) emphasizes 
its role in enabling cooperation and the successful 
collective management of common pool resources. 
Scholars highlight informal institutions (Khlystova 
et al., 2022), in the form of social capital (Burt, 2000; 
Coleman, 1988), as needed to create policies for pub-
lic interests. Putnam (1993) explains: “The social 
capital approach, focusing on the indirect effects of 
civic norms and networks, is a much-needed cor-
rective to an exclusive emphasis on the formal insti-
tutions of government as an explanation for our 
collective discontents” (p.9). Also, Ingebrigtsen 
and Jakobsen (2007) understand values and norms 
reflected in culture as a prerequisite for economic 
activities safeguarding a “constant renewal and the 
revitalisation of ideas, knowledge, and values” [….] 
while “it is imperative that it is not subject to the 
power structures of the economy, i.e., it must unfold 
in freedom” (p. 202).

Applied to entrepreneurship, social norms play a 
role as part of the informal institutional environment 
shaping firm creation (Urbano et  al., 2019). Schol-
ars identified entrepreneurial culture (Stephan et  al., 
2015), values of uncertainty avoidance, performance 
orientation (Autio et al., 2013), innovation, and pur-
suing high growth (Colombelli et  al., 2016; Szerb 
et al., 2019) as prevailing social norms within tradi-
tional entrepreneurship research.

Sustainable entrepreneurship seems to be shaped 
by differing norms and values (Maaßen & Urbano, 
2024). Generally, scholars have examined the power 
of social norms affecting sustainable behaviour (Cial-
dini et  al., 1990; Sparkman & Walton, 2017; White 
et  al., 2013). For example, Essiz et  al. (2021) found 

that intergenerational influence is a strong factor in 
environmental socialization. Meek et al. (2010) high-
light norms of environmentally responsible consump-
tion and norms of family interdependence—people 
closely connected to their family, experiencing a gen-
erational transfer of environmental values and aiming 
to ensure their health and well-being—as conducive 
to sustainable entrepreneurship. Founders can be sen-
sitized towards social and environmental topics by 
their environment, such as family, friends, or their 
culture and community.

Moreover, norms can influence sustainable entre-
preneurs through supply and demand side mecha-
nisms. On the supply side, sustainable entrepreneurs 
depend on the institutional quality and sustainability 
orientation of the whole ecosystem they are embed-
ded in (Audretsch et al., 2024), and whether sustain-
ability is seen as a desirable practice. Sustainable 
entrepreneurs cannot act in isolation, and sustainable 
practices oftentimes require high levels of coordina-
tion between actors and an aligned value network to 
achieve sustainability in the ecosystem (Kanda et al., 
2021). On the demand side, social norms such as 
customers’ sustainable lifestyles and green consump-
tion practices influence sustainable entrepreneurs 
(Audretsch et al., 2024). The surrounding culture can 
favour or not sustainability, and norms can signifi-
cantly vary across regions.

The cultural-cognitive dimension focuses on the 
external world of stimuli and how the individual 
responds to them, specifically the interaction between 
the individual and society’s external belief system 
(Scott, 1995). According to North (2005), humans form 
mental models to explain and interpret the environment, 
drawing on their own experiences where well-defined 
institutions and individuals sharing understanding can 
lead to more effective coordination and cooperation. In 
this sense, “institutions influence behaviour not simply 
by specifying what one should do but also by specifying 
what one can imagine oneself doing in a given context” 
(Hall & Taylor, 1996, p. 948). Here lies a special contri-
bution of new institutional theory, emphasising the rela-
tionship between the individual and institutions where 
individual action takes place within available institu-
tional templates guiding a course of action (Powell & 
DiMaggio, 1991); in other words, the individual has 
control over events in a given system (Coleman, 1990).

The cultural-cognitive dimension helps us under-
stand why, in a given context, some people care about 
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sustainability and translate their individual actions 
into impact. Scholars identified certain internal quali-
ties (cognitive, socio-emotional, and relational pro-
cesses) influencing people towards sustainability 
(Wamsler et  al., 2021), e.g. compassion towards the 
suffering of humans and the environment (Pfatthe-
icher et al., 2015), and agency as a sense of empow-
erment (Walsh et  al., 2020). These internal qualities 
can translate into sustainability action, further con-
ditioned through self-efficacy (the belief that actions 
have a change effect) (Hawkins et  al., 2015). Also, 
social identity and trust are powerful influences 
favouring socially and environmentally desirable gov-
ernance (Putnam, 1993).

Moreover, cognitive dissonance plays a role in 
reducing dissonance between knowledge, conflicting 
values, and actual behaviour (Wamsler et  al., 2021). 
Scholars observed discrepancies between cultural 
practices (actual behaviour norms) and cultural val-
ues (ideals and beliefs), demonstrating that people’s 
actions can differ significantly from what they believe 
or value ideally (Frese, 2015). Similarly, Chiu et  al. 
(2010) explore what they term “intersubjective cul-
ture”—the phenomenon of personal beliefs not neces-
sarily aligning with values and beliefs that are cultur-
ally endorsed.

The cultural-cognitive dimension is especially 
interesting for understanding sustainable entrepre-
neurship, as a form of action to achieve sustainability 
impact, shedding light on the internal processes deci-
sive for sustainable entrepreneurs. It can explain how 
sustainable entrepreneurs perceive opportunities and 
act upon social and ecological problems (Eller et al., 
2020; Maaßen et  al., 2023), showing precisely why, 
in a given system where similar social norms shape 
individuals, only some entrepreneurs prioritize sus-
tainability action in their business endeavours while 
others conform to the growth and performance-driven 
types of entrepreneurship.

This dimension translates to entrepreneurs’ knowl-
edge, confidence, skills, and competencies (Estrin 
& Mickiewicz, 2012; Hafer & Jones, 2015; Levie 
& Autio, 2008), how information from the regula-
tive and normative institutions is processed and how 
the interplay between external factors and entrepre-
neurs’ internal characteristics is shaped (Verheul 
et  al., 2002). Individuals could be incentivised to 
create opportunities for sustainable entrepreneurial 
activity if they perceive the presence of necessary 

knowledge and skills in their environment (Audretsch 
et al., 2021). Sustainable entrepreneurs are especially 
driven by awareness of market imperfections (Cohen 
& Winn, 2007) and the identification of social or eco-
logical problems and their solutions (Belz & Binder, 
2017). They also have specific knowledge of the natu-
ral and communal environment under threat, internal-
ising social and environmental problems and, thus, 
perceive entrepreneurial opportunities (Hanohov & 
Baldacchino, 2018; Patzelt & Shepherd, 2011).

3 � Methodology

3.1 � Research setting

Catalonia provides an ideal setting for this study, as 
it is recognised as a highly entrepreneurial region 
within Spain and Europe, offering a stimulating 
environment for entrepreneurs (Observatorio del 
Emprendimiento de España: Global Entrepreneurship 
Monitor, 2023). Barcelona, the capital of Catalonia, 
is the 5th best ecosystem in the European Union for 
start-up creation, closely ranked behind Paris, Berlin, 
Stockholm, and Amsterdam and ahead of Munich, 
Dublin, Helsinki, Madrid, and Copenhagen (ACCIÓ, 
2023). The achievements of Barcelona can be partly 
credited to the efforts of the Catalan Government, 
which in recent years has been dedicated to creating 
a robust entrepreneurial environment benefiting both 
founders and investors (Coll-Martínez et al., 2022).

The region’s vibrancy is additionally reflected by 
the award of the “European Entrepreneurial Region”, 
which Catalonia received in 2012 and Barcelona in 
2023. This award, given by the European Commis-
sion, recognises regions that have implemented inno-
vative and effective entrepreneurial policies (Euro-
pean Committee of the Regions, 2023). In 2023, 
Barcelona was recognised with the award for its com-
mitment to creating a more sustainable, inclusive, 
and resilient economy. The city initiated the “Barce-
lona Green Deal 2030”, a strategic plan designed to 
transform Barcelona into a region fostering digital 
and technological efficiency while prioritising social 
equality. Part of the plan is reducing bureaucratic 
barriers, eliminating the business start-up tax for 
entrepreneurs, and other measures to facilitate eco-
nomic activity (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2021). 
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Additionally, in 2020, the business start-up tax for 
entrepreneurs was abolished, and various other tax 
incentives and subsidies were introduced. Further-
more, the city council participates in investment 
funds to encourage firm creation (Ajuntament de Bar-
celona, 2021).

Catalonia is pioneering in sustainable business 
creation, offering various government incentive pro-
grams specifically adjusted to support the needs and 
challenges of sustainable entrepreneurs. For instance, 
the local development agency of Barcelona, “Barce-
lona Activa” offers a series of training4 for sustainable 
entrepreneurs. Also, the ProACCIÓ Green program5 
of the Catalan Agency for Business Competitiveness 
(ACCIÓ), including services, grants, and activities 
supporting sustainability projects and responsible 
innovation,6 stimulates sustainable business creation.

The progressive landscape for sustainable business 
creation underlies deeply rooted norms and values 
in Catalonia. It is characterised by a strong sense of 
cultural identity, including its own language (Cata-
lan). The push for autonomy and independence has 
been intertwined with progressive ideologies (Dinas, 
2012), promoting ideas of environmentalism (Zahedi 
et  al., 2019), social justice, and inclusive policies 
(Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2017). The political land-
scape in Catalonia often leans more towards leftist 
and separatist parties, which typically advocate pro-
gressive policies (Segura i Mas & Barbé i Pou, 2011).

These underlying norms and values create an envi-
ronment where political, social, and ecological move-
ments are widely accepted by society. A report on 
perceptions of the state of the environment reveals 
that 99% of Catalans are strongly concerned and think 
it is very urgent to act on climate change (CERES, 
2021). A culture deeply valuing collective action will 
likely see more citizen initiatives—in other words 
referring to Scott’s (1995) cultural-cognitive pillar, 
the environment in Catalonia allows for such actions 
to happen. A range of examples of collective action 

can be given from the region of Catalonia, which rep-
resents a hub for various forms of activism.

One of Catalonia’s most significant political move-
ments is the push for independence from Spain. This 
movement has seen massive demonstrations, political 
campaigns, and a referendum in 2017. Such a move-
ment is not only about secession but also encom-
passes issues of cultural identity, language rights, and 
self-governance. Barcelona, Catalonia’s capital, is 
known for its history of urban activism. This includes 
movements against gentrification, tourism pressure, 
and affordable housing. Neighbourhood associations 
and platforms like PAH (Platform for People Affected 
by Mortgages)7 have been instrumental in these 
efforts. Also, Catalonia flourishes in environmental 
protection initiatives, seeing various environmental 
movements (O3sac, 2018) focusing on issues like 
protecting the Mediterranean coastline and prevent-
ing the further extension of the Barcelona port and 
airport89.

An example of Catalonia’s strong focus on gender 
equality is the success of the Barcelona soccer team 
“FC Barcelona Femení” (women’s football team), 
which achieved significant success at the European 
level also due to equality initiatives promoting gender 
equality in sport. This includes efforts to provide bet-
ter resources, training facilities, and opportunities for 
women’s teams, aligning with broader progressive val-
ues of equality and inclusivity (The Guardian, 2018).

3.2 � Data collection

Primary data collection  Firstly, we identified 
the study population from the recently launched and 
unique database “Startupshub Catalonia”,10 openly 
accessible on the webpage of ACCIÓ. The data-
base lists more than two thousand start-ups founded 
in Catalonia. The webpage, including the database, 
allows for refining the list of total results, provid-
ing, amongst others, filters for “Circular Economy”, 
“Sharing Economy”, “Social Economy”, and “Smart 
Cities”. We applied such filters to derive a list of 
start-ups working in the sustainability sector, giving 
648 results representing our study population.

4  https://​empre​nedor​ia.​barce​lonac​tiva.​cat/​es/​incub​adora-​innob​
adora
5  https://​www.​accio.​gencat.​cat/​en/​serve​is/​innov​acio/​innov​acio-​
empre​sarial/​proac​cio-​green
6  Other public and private organizations providing support to 
social and sustainable businesses are Tandem Social (https://​
www.​tande​msoci​al.​coop/​en/), Ship2BFoundation (https://​
www.​ship2b.​org/​en/), Ateneu Cooperatiu (https://​coopc​atcen​
tral.​cat/), and XES (https://​xes.​cat/).

7  https://​pahba​rcelo​na.​org/​ca/​porta​da/
8  https://​zerop​ortbcn.​wordp​ress.​com/
9  https://​twitt​er.​com/​niunp​amdet​erra
10  https://​start​upshub.​catal​onia.​com

https://emprenedoria.barcelonactiva.cat/es/incubadora-innobadora
https://emprenedoria.barcelonactiva.cat/es/incubadora-innobadora
https://www.accio.gencat.cat/en/serveis/innovacio/innovacio-empresarial/proaccio-green
https://www.accio.gencat.cat/en/serveis/innovacio/innovacio-empresarial/proaccio-green
https://www.tandemsocial.coop/en/
https://www.tandemsocial.coop/en/
https://www.ship2b.org/en/
https://www.ship2b.org/en/
https://coopcatcentral.cat/
https://coopcatcentral.cat/
https://xes.cat/
https://pahbarcelona.org/ca/portada/
https://zeroportbcn.wordpress.com/
https://twitter.com/niunpamdeterra
https://startupshub.catalonia.com
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For data collection, we applied triangulation using 
multiple methods to give more substantial support 
to our arguments (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2009). We 
combined survey data with interview data and sec-
ondary sources. Survey data collection occurred from 
July to October 2023, when we emailed the 648 start-
ups identified. In our emails, we asked the start-up’s 
founder to answer the online survey. Throughout this 
time, we followed up on the firms by phone to ensure 
they received our email containing the online survey.

To guarantee the survey’s validity and get the first 
exploratory results, we conducted a pilot study with 
three firms before distribution consisting of online 
meetings with the start-ups’ founders. These meet-
ings allowed us to modify our survey and improve its 
clarity before distributing it to 648 firms. The survey 
consisted of 25 questions on perceived institutional 
dimensions affecting start-ups in Catalonia and the 
founders’ estimation of their firm’s sustainability 
impact. Also, one of the questions asked was whether 
the respondent knew firms based in Catalonia oper-
ating similarly to theirs regarding sustainable initia-
tives. By doing so, we found out about other start-
ups that could be of interest to our study, applying a 
snowballing methodology (Goodman, 1961; Mar-
shall, 1996). We studied the suggested firms carefully 
to ensure they matched our criteria of being a start-
up in the sustainability sector based in Catalonia. We 
derived fifteen extra start-ups to contact. Eventually, 
from a total of 663 contacted start-ups, we received 
124 fully completed surveys used for our analysis, 
giving a response rate of 18.7%.

Supplementary data collection  For the second 
part of data collection, we conducted semi-structured 
interviews with six selected founders from our study 
population to complement survey data and get in-
depth insights into the relationships under study. We 
carefully screened to select theoretically useful cases 
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), 
reflecting positive examples of the phenomenon of 
interest (Yin, 2009) and building theory on insti-
tutional dimensions and sustainable entrepreneur-
ship. Specifically, in our case selection, we tried to 
cover the nine sectors we also asked for in the survey 
(agriculture/food, biotechnology, built environment/
design, energy, fashion and textiles, manufacturing/
materials, services, transport/logistics, and waste 
management) to assure the case sample’s richness 

and variation (Eisenhardt, 1989). We ensured that 
no start-up was from the same sector. Interviews 
encompassed questions on the start-up’s business 
models, their intended sustainability impact, and the 
institutional dimensions in Catalonia affecting the 
firms throughout their development. Interviews lasted 
around 50–70 min and were recorded and transcribed 
[see Appendix 1 for interview questions]. Table  1 
lists the start-ups whose founders we interviewed pro-
viding information on the entrepreneurs’ profiles and 
descriptive information of their start-ups.

Lastly, data collection for secondary sources was 
derived from screening the cases’ web pages. Also, 
the database “Startupshub Catalonia” provided basic 
information on the selected cases (location, found-
ing year, number of employees, industry, and funding 
stage) that were useful for us as secondary sources.

3.3 � Data analysis

For data analysis, we apply fuzzy set qualitative com-
parative analysis(fsQCA) (Ragin, 2008), in a stage-
wise fashion using fsQCA 3.0 (Furnari et al., 2021), to 
derive configurations concerning institutional dimen-
sions and sustainable entrepreneurship and sustainable 
impact based on 124 survey answers. Then, we further 
illustrate the configurations qualitatively through six 
in-depth interviews and secondary sources.

The use of Qualitative Comparative Analysis as 
a method is becoming more popular in the fields of 
business and social sciences (Dwivedi et  al., 2018), 
especially in entrepreneurship research (Kraus et al., 
2018),11 and exploratory studies (Aversa et  al., 
2015). FsQCA offers the possibility to identify con-
figurations that would be difficult to find through 
traditional qualitative or quantitative methods (Fiss, 
2007). FsQCA is particularly suitable for examining 
causal complexity (Ragin, 2008). Given our focus on 
the interplay between institutional dimensions, sus-
tainable entrepreneurship and sustainability impact, 
it emerges as a particularly compelling method for 
analysis.

The foundation of this set-theoretical analysis 
involves combinatorial logic, fuzzy-set theory, and 
Boolean minimisation. These elements are used to 

11  See Leppänen et  al. (2023), Meurer (2022), Wang et  al. 
(2023), and Zhou et al. (2023) for samples of fsQCA in entre-
preneurship research.
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identify combinations of case conditions that might be 
necessary and sufficient to result in an outcome (Ragin, 
2006). In particular, fsQCA distinguishes between 
necessity analysis and sufficiency analysis. While a 
necessary condition must be present for an outcome to 
occur, it alone is not enough to guarantee the outcome 
(Oana et al., 2021). This implies that while a necessary 
condition is vital for the outcome, additional condi-
tions may also be required (Fiss et al., 2013). In con-
trast, a sufficient condition is capable of producing the 
outcome, though the same outcome may arise through 
alternative sets of conditions (Ragin, 2006).

3.4 � Measures

We utilised indicators from established literature for 
each institutional dimension and crafted correspond-
ing survey items to inquire about respondents’ per-
ceptions of their institutional context (Table  2). All 
the items were measured using a 7-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Before 
conducting the analysis, we assessed the reliability 
and validity of the scale.

3.5 � Calibration thresholds

We calibrated our data according to Ragin (2008) to 
subsequently be able to perform necessity and suf-
ficiency analyses. The calibration procedure trans-
forms raw scores into set measures, thereby rescal-
ing the initial measures into fuzzy scores from 0.0 
to 1.0 (Ragin, 2008). Table 3 presents the calibration 
thresholds applied in our study. Before performing 
the calibration for the fsQCA analysis, we computed 
the average score of all items associated with each 
construct, retaining the original Likert scale values 
(1 = “Strongly disagree” to 7 = “Strongly agree”). 
The calibration process transforms these values into 
fuzzy set membership scores, following Ragin’s 
(2008) guidelines. Full membership refers to cases 
that exhibit the complete presence of the measured 
property (e.g. the regulative dimension is strong), 
which we assigned to the value of 7, corresponding to 
“strongly agree”. Full non-membership indicates the 
complete absence of the property (e.g. the regulative 
dimension is weak), corresponding to the value of 1 
“Strongly disagree”. The crossover point represents 
the threshold where a case transitions from being 
more in than out (or vice versa) of the set, reflecting Ta
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Table 2   Constructs

Construct Items Source

Sustainable entrepre-
neurial activity

To what extent do the statements regarding sustainable entrepreneurial activ-
ity apply to your business?

Ecological or social sustainability were taken into account strongly in our business 
model

Fichter and Tiemann (2020)

The topic of ecological or social sustainability has been of major significance in 
our founding concept

In future entrepreneurial activities (starting new businesses, contents of the actual 
business concept, opening up new markets), we will take ecological or social 
sustainability aspects into account

Sustainability impact What do you think about the sustainability impact of your business? Eide et al. (2020)
Our sustainable business model is aimed at mitigating the biggest challenges con-

cerning sustainability we see in our industry
Our business model is an effective way to mitigate or solve the major challenges of 

sustainability we see in our industry
Regulative Government support. In Catalonia… GEM NES Questionnaire 

(2012)The support for sustainable businesses is a high priority for policy at the local 
government level

The support for sustainable businesses is a high priority for policy at the regional 
government level

Government policies consistently favour new firms in the sustainability sector
A wide range of government assistance for sustainable businesses can be obtained 

through contact with a single agency
Science parks and business incubators provide effective support for sustainable 

businesses
There are an adequate number of government programs for sustainable businesses
Almost anyone who needs help from a government program for a sustainable busi-

ness can find what they need
Government programs aimed at supporting sustainable businesses are effective

Normative Sustainability culture. In Catalonia … 
There is strong awareness for sustainability in Catalonia Bischoff (2021)
Family members whose opinion I value would approve of my engagement in pro-

social and pro-environmental behaviour
Kim and Seock, (2019)

Family members whose opinion I value would approve of my engagement in 
sustainable entrepreneurship

Close friends who are important to me would support my engagement in sustain-
able entrepreneurship

The residents in my community would support my engagement in sustainable 
entrepreneurship

The general public would endorse my engagement in sustainable entrepreneurship

Cultural-cognitive Opportunities to start a sustainable firm in Catalonia … GEM NES Questionnaire 
(2012)

There are plenty of good opportunities for the creation of sustainable businesses

There are more good opportunities for the creation of sustainable businesses than 
there are people able to take advantage of them

Good opportunities for sustainable businesses have considerably increased in the 
past five years

Individuals can easily pursue sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities

There are plenty of good opportunities to create truly sustainable businesses
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maximum ambiguity or uncertainty in membership 
status. This point was set at 4, corresponding to “Nei-
ther agree nor disagree”.

3.6 � Analytical moments

After the calibration, the truth table [see Appendixes 
2 and 3] was created using every logically possible 
configuration of regulative, normative and cultural-
cognitive dimensions for both outcomes: sustainable 
entrepreneurial activity and sustainability impact, and 
then it was simplified by setting specific thresholds 
for consistency and frequency (Fiss, 2011; Ragin, 
2008). Boolean algebra was subsequently used to 
analyse these tables and to determine their necessity 
and sufficiency relationships with the outcomes.

3.7 � Illustration of configurations

After deriving our configurations through fsQCA, 
we further illustrate them qualitatively using our data 
from six in-depth interviews and secondary sources. 
We analysed our interview data by codifying it based 
on content analysis (Bryman, 2012). We coded the 
data through the lens of our previously identified 
configurations, finding additional evidence of differ-
ing institutional influences conducive to sustainable 
entrepreneurship and sustainability impact.

4 � Results

Table  4 presents the necessity analysis, and Table  5 
illustrates the results of the configurations derived from 
the sufficiency analysis. Four distinct configurations 
explain the institutional enablers leading to sustainable 
entrepreneurial activity and sustainability impact. Each 
configuration represents a specific combination of insti-
tutional dimensions contributing to these outcomes. The 

solution coverage and consistency scores indicate the 
overall robustness and reliability of the findings. We fur-
ther illustrate the configurations qualitatively through six 
in-depth interviews and secondary sources.

4.1 � Necessity analysis

Table 4 shows the results of the necessity analysis for 
both outcomes: sustainable entrepreneurial activity and 
sustainability impact. Applying a consistency threshold 
of 0.90 and a minimum coverage value of 0.60 (Ragin, 
2008), our analysis showed that the institutional 
dimensions require interaction to achieve sustainable 
entrepreneurial activity and sustainability impact. Spe-
cifically, the interaction among the three institutional 
dimensions for both outcomes meets the necessity cri-
teria (consistency ≥ 0.90 and coverage ≥ 0.60). For the 
sustainability impact outcome, pairwise interactions 
involving the normative dimension (normative + cul-
tural-cognitive or regulative + normative) also meet the 
threshold, indicating that a strong normative dimen-
sion—a reflection of a favourable culture that supports 
sustainable entrepreneurs—is a necessary condition for 
the sustainable impact outcome.

4.2 � Sufficiency analysis

We conducted a sufficiency analysis based on Fiss’ 
(2011) (Table  5). Since our sample consists of 124 
cases, we set a frequency threshold of 3 and a con-
sistency threshold of 0.95, which is above the recom-
mended threshold of 0.8 (Greckhamer et  al., 2013). 
To analyse the configurations in the results, we con-
sidered both parsimonious and intermediate solu-
tions to identify core and peripheral conditions (Fiss, 
2011). Subsequently, we focused our analysis on the 
results derived from the intermediate solution for a 
meaningful balance between empirical accuracy and 
theoretical relevance (Ragin, 2008).

Table 3   Descriptive 
statistics and calibration 
thresholds

Condition Mean SD Full in COP Full out Min Max Cases

Sustainable entrepre-
neurial activity

5.71 1.35 7.0 4.0 1.0 1 7 124

Sustainability impact 5.51 1.42 7.0 4.0 1.0 1 7 124
Cultural-cognitive 4.41 1.23 7.0 4.0 1.0 1 7 124
Normative 5.34 0.93 7.0 4.0 1.0 1 7 124
Regulative 3.52 1.40 7.0 4.0 1.0 1 7 124
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4.2.1 � Culture‑embedded entrepreneurship (path 1a)

Our first configuration represents a solution where 
founders associate sustainable entrepreneurial activ-
ity with the presence of social norms, specifically with 
a strong sustainability culture in Catalonia, while the 
absence of a supportive regulative dimension through 
government support is observed. This suggests that, 
in cases where government support or regulations are 
lacking, the presence of strong social norms and cul-
tural values that encourage sustainability can still 
enable sustainable entrepreneurial efforts. The raw 
coverage of this configuration is 0.61, indicating that it 

accounts for a significant portion of cases. The unique 
coverage is 0.13, reflecting its distinct contribution 
compared to other configurations, with a consistency 
score of 0.95, ensuring its reliability.

Founder C describes his experience of the strong 
sustainability culture:

“When we’ve gone out to explain to the world 
what we do, we’re a social enterprise, right? 
What happens to us? When we approach the 
third sector, it’s absolute connection.”

Also, founder A depicts the environment in Cata-
lonia as beneficial:

Table 4   Set-theoretical 
necessity analysis

~ sign refers to the absence 
of the condition

Conditions tested Sustainable entrepreneurial 
activity

Sustainability impact

Consistency Coverage Consistency Coverage

Regulative 0.50 0.94 0.51 0.92
 ~ Regulative 0.67 0.91 0.69 0.89
Normative 0.88 0.91 0.89 0.89
 ~ Normative 0.29 0.95 0.30 0.94
Cultural-cognitive 0.69 0.93 0.73 0.94
 ~ Cultural-cognitive 0.49 0.92 0.49 0.88
Regulative + normative 0.88 0.91 0.90 0.88
Regulative + cultural-cognitive 0.73 0.92 0.76 0.92
Normative + cultural-cognitive 0.91 0.91 0.93 0.89
Regulative + normative + cultural-

cognitive
0.91 0.90 0.93 0.88

Table 5   Analysis of sufficient conditions

a Configurations of intermediate solution (1, 2, 3, 4)
b Configurations of parsimonious solution (A, B. C)
• represents the presence of the condition
⊗ represents the absence and blank spaces “don’t care” meaning that the condition may be present or absent in the configuration, 
while large circles represent core elements, small circles indicate peripheral elements

Sustainable entrepreneurial activity Sustainability impact

Paths 1a 2a Ab Bb 3a 4a Cb

Regulative dimension  ⊗   ⊗   ⊗ 
Normative dimension ● ● ●
Cultural-cognitive dimension ● ● ● ● ●
Consistency 0.95 0.94 0.91 0.93 0.96 0.95 0.94
Raw coverage 0.61 0.66 0.67 0.69 0.52 0.69 0.73
Unique coverage 0.13 0.18 0.18 0.19 0.02 0.19 0.72
Overall solution consistency 0.94 0.91 0.95 0.94
Overall solution coverage 0.79 0.87 0.71 0.73
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“Let’s say Barcelona is a very good city to start 
projects, really great, and the more I immerse 
myself in the ecosystem, the more I realise this 
is true because there are multiple forums where 
you can meet other entrepreneurs, organisations 
dedicated to helping startups, and so on.”

The founders also describe their dissatisfaction 
with lacking formal support, as founder A states: “I 
see that the Catalan public administration lacks suffi-
cient tools and instruments to better support startups.”

Founder C emphasises specifically lacking emo-
tional support and coaching:

“The emotional aspect is key, and in fact, in the 
social entrepreneurship program, they always 
asked us, “What did you feel was missing?” At 
the end of the course, all the organizations say the 
same thing: emotional support, and coaching. I 
think this is one of the biggest barriers to starting 
in the social sector—having someone to support 
you so you don’t give up when challenges arise.”

4.2.2 � Culture‑individual embedded entrepreneurship 
(paths 2a and 4a)

The second and fourth configurations highlight a 
key finding: the combination of the normative and 
cultural-cognitive dimensions emerges as a sufficient 
condition for both sustainable entrepreneurial activ-
ity and sustainability impact. This alignment sug-
gests that the interaction of the institutional enablers 
facilitating sustainable entrepreneurial activity also 
leads to sustainability impact. However, it is nota-
ble that this is the only configuration shared by both 
outcomes, indicating that while overlap exists, other 
institutional configurations may uniquely contribute 
to each outcome. These configurations highlight that 
founders perceive strong social norms and favourable 
opportunities to start a sustainable venture as key 
institutional enablers for sustainable entrepreneurial 
initiatives. This solution particularly emphasises the 
critical role of informal institutions as core causal 
conditions. The raw coverage in the outcome of sus-
tainable entrepreneurial activity is 0.69, marking it 
the most comprehensive pathway among the configu-
rations. The unique coverage is 0.16, and its consist-
ency score of 0.95 further confirms its robustness. 
The raw coverage in the outcome of sustainability 

impact is 0.66, showing that this pathway explains a 
substantial number of cases. Its unique coverage of 
0.18 highlights its specific role in the solution set, 
and the high consistency score of 0.94 confirms the 
strength of this relationship.

Founder B describes precisely the interplay 
between the normative and cultural-cognitive dimen-
sions as crucial:

“I am convinced that there is a part of received 
education at home as well as in school, and then 
there is also a personal inclination. I received 
education and I was sensitized towards the envi-
ronment at home, but my sister is not like me, 
she has different interests.”

Founder C depicts in detail how a combination of 
know-how, networking opportunities in Catalonia, 
and seeing a demand in people becoming more sen-
sitive to plastic pollution were indicative factors for 
acting upon an opportunity:

“I had quite extensive training in the field of 
biotechnology and specifically in making bio-
plastics with bacteria. So, the motivation was to 
say, hey, if this can be done with waste and it 
can actually be scaled up, then let’s do it so it 
can be made available to everyone.”
“In the end, it’s about finding the right people, 
but for that, you need to put yourself out there. 
And it’s true that in Barcelona, you have many 
more opportunities for networking than in other 
locations in Spain. Here, it wasn’t so much about 
seeing a market opportunity, because it came 
from know-how. But it was honestly the perfect 
timing because it was right when people were 
starting to look for sustainable alternatives to 
plastics. It was when people began to become 
more aware of issues like pollution and so on, so 
it all kind of went hand in hand.”

4.2.3 � Individual‑embedded entrepreneurship (path 
3a)

The third configuration identifies a solution where 
the absence of the regulative dimension, combined 
with the presence of the cultural-cognitive dimension, 
constitutes a sufficient condition for achieving sus-
tainability impact. This configuration suggests that, 
even in the perceived absence of strong government 
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support or regulations, the recognition of business 
opportunities to address sustainability challenges can 
act as a compensatory mechanism, driving impactful 
outcomes. With a raw coverage of 0.525 and a unique 
coverage of 0.017, this configuration plays a more 
limited role but remains significant. Its consistency 
score of 0.963 underscores its validity.

Founder F describes the discovery of a business 
opportunity as follows:

“I mean, we were looking to meet a very basic 
need. It was all very straightforward, but men of 
a certain age, who had never talked about men-
struation with their partners, just didn’t under-
stand it. Discovering the menstrual cup seemed 
like a wonderful idea for women. I saw that it 
wasn’t well known here in Spain.”

At the same time, she criticises formal support due 
to over-focus on success stories, stigmatising fail-
ure and not stimulating a proper environment where 
founders can learn from failure:

“(In Catalonia), they carry out many advertising 
actions, they host events and explain things and 
there is always a focus on social entrepreneurship. 
It has spread beyond Barcelona. All over Catalo-
nia there is quite a lot of work being done in this 
area. However, they always only display the suc-
cess cases, you know? And I think this is a prob-
lem because you don’t just learn from successes. 
You know, being shown success stories all the 
time is fine, but it’s also important to talk about 
what happens when you make mistakes, right?”

5 � Discussion

This study highlights sustainable entrepreneurship as 
a complex phenomenon whose understanding extends 
beyond commonly assumed technological fixes that 
the current sustainability debate promotes. Specifi-
cally, we explore the association between institutional 
dimensions’ configurations and sustainable entrepre-
neurial activity and sustainability impact, highlight-
ing the interplay of institutions—particularly informal 
ones—in explaining our findings. Our study provides 
several contributions to extant research.

First, we emphasise the embeddedness of sustainable 
entrepreneurship within institutional structures (Hörisch 

et al., 2017). The sustainability debate is often framed 
through the lens of technological change, rooted in 
green growth paradigms (van den Bergh, 2001). How-
ever, this narrow focus is argued to be a primary cause 
of inertia in achieving genuine sustainable transforma-
tions (Stål, 2015). In contrast, we draw attention to the 
societal structures that underpin all business activities. 
Sustainable change should be understood not only as a 
technological but also as a cultural project (Vatn, 2020), 
given that the distribution of costs and benefits within a 
society is inherently linked to its institutional arrange-
ments (Moreau et al., 2017).

Second, by using fsQCA methodology, we reveal 
internal configurations, specifically the institutional 
dimension’s complementarity and substitution effects 
that stay opaque when applying typical statistical analy-
sis (Fiss, 2011). We highlight how the normative and 
cultural-cognitive dimensions interact and, in combina-
tion, produce the outcomes of sustainable entrepreneurial 
activity and sustainability impact. Also, we show how 
either normative or cultural-cognitive institutional ena-
blers can compensate for the absence of government sup-
port (regulative dimension). The distinct configurations 
we identify reveal that sustainable entrepreneurs perceive 
reality in diverse ways and rely on different institutional 
enablers. This nuanced understanding of institutional 
interactions represents a key contribution of our paper.

Third, the stronger relevance of informal institutions 
in guiding human choices is not a new finding since they 
are deeply embedded in cultural belief systems, while 
formal institutions underlie informal ones (North, 1990, 
2005). The perception of inadequate regulative support 
may not reflect an actual lack of support but rather a dis-
connect between sustainable entrepreneurs’ expectations 
and their perception of the effectiveness or accessibility 
of government programs. For these entrepreneurs, exist-
ing support mechanisms may be seen as insufficient, 
overly bureaucratic, or misaligned with the specific 
needs of sustainability-focused businesses.

More significantly, this perception could suggest 
that sustainable entrepreneurs require more than gov-
ernment support; they need a fundamental restructur-
ing of incentive systems that currently fail to motivate 
their efforts (Pacheco et  al., 2010). As Vatn (2010) 
pointed out, transacting over environmental amenities 
is inherently costly, making state intervention essen-
tial for fostering markets for environmental services. 
In line with this, Watson et  al. (2023) offer innova-
tive policy recommendations to genuinely support 
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sustainable entrepreneurs—focusing on replicating 
sustainability-oriented innovations rather than merely 
scaling enterprises and reorienting policies to track 
and optimise sustainability impacts.

Fourth, previous research has highlighted the role 
of informal institutions, especially in the value-laden 
domain of sustainability (Stål, 2015). While for tradi-
tional entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial culture (Ste-
phan et al., 2015), performance (Autio et al., 2013), and 
high-growth orientation (Colombelli et al., 2016; Szerb 
et  al., 2019) were identified as important enablers, the 
story changes for sustainable entrepreneurship. Previous 
research showed that tight cultural contexts condition 
sustainability adoption in businesses (Caprar & Neville, 
2012). Our interview data aligns with that, and sustaina-
ble entrepreneurs draw on social capital (Putnam, 1993) 
and strong community involvement (Bacq et al., 2022).

Fifth, we highlight the central role of the cultural-
cognitive dimension, which emerges as the most sig-
nificant factor, appearing in three out of the four iden-
tified configurations. While the analysis of formal and 
informal institutional factors is increasingly studied, 
for instance, through the influence of government sup-
port (Zhao et  al., 2021) or social norms (Meek et  al., 
2010) and values (Hechavarría, 2016), few studies have 
focused on individual entrepreneurial responses within 
similar societal constraints. Precisely, the cultural-cogni-
tive dimension could have explanatory power regarding 
the internal qualities guiding sustainability action, such 
as cognitive, socio-emotional, and relational processes 
(Wamsler et al., 2021). Sustainable entrepreneurs could 
perceive opportunities depending on the mentioned pro-
cesses and the positive perception of knowledge and 
skills in the environment (Audretsch et al., 2021). Also, 
precisely the interplay of the normative and cultural-
cognitive dimensions is a key finding since sustain-
ability action often depends on internal processes such 
as commitment, passion, knowledge, and self-efficacy 
related to sustainability issues (Sass et  al., 2020) in 
combination with the external validation of such behav-
iour through normative acceptance (e.g. recycling as a 
socially accepted practice) (Castro-Santa et al., 2023).

5.1 � Practical implications

Supporting such actors in society who overcome the 
long-prevailing inertia towards sustainability action is a 
crucial task of governments and policymakers. Policies 

embracing the “fourth wave” of entrepreneurs that act 
upon social and environmental issues (Volkmann et  al., 
2021) while critically questioning the growth-driven 
entrepreneurship model and its contribution to the pub-
lic good (Vedula et  al., 2022a, 2022b) are overdue. In 
this article, we shed light on the interplay of institutional 
dimensions shaping sustainable entrepreneurship, increas-
ing comprehension of how such could be strengthened.

Governments need to acknowledge the economy’s 
embeddedness in societal structures (Moreau et  al., 
2017). Effective state intervention should prioritise 
supporting firms that enhance collective well-being 
over shareholder value. This involves transforming 
business dynamics through expanded public owner-
ship, community investments, and inclusive govern-
ance structures that empower workers and environmen-
tal representatives alongside shareholders (Vatn, 2020).

Second, individuals increasingly perceive themselves 
as consumers rather than citizens. This is because neolib-
eralism understands societal progress as only achievable 
through economic growth and free markets. Economic 
structures, therefore, secure favourable conditions for 
large corporations while positioning the market above 
society (Wittneben et al., 2012). Sustainability challenges 
become a market issue, and citizens’ power in shaping 
their futures diminishes. In the words of Ingebrigtsen and 
Jakobsen (2007), culture expressed through social norms 
would have lost its ability to constructively interact with 
the economy and its power to require a shift in its value 
basis through processes of creativity and innovation.

Social norms, through social capital, are an impor-
tant factor in creating economies in the public interest 
(Putnam, 1993) and give powerful guidance for peo-
ple’s behaviour in collective action problems (Ostrom, 
2000). To unleash the power of social norms, the sus-
tainability debate needs to be politicised to engage citi-
zens and make them understand their responsibility for 
driving social change (Pansera et al., 2021). Initiatives of 
co-creation, collective problem-solving for sustainable 
action, and political education can be useful in fostering 
this understanding. Policymakers need to give space for 
the public to be involved to fully unleash the power of 
social norms and overcome the generally felt inertia—
the feeling of not knowing how to contribute to sustain-
able change while doubting the power of the individual.

Third, the cultural-cognitive dimensions showed 
that sustainable entrepreneurs create opportunities by 
drawing on their own experience and knowledge of 
sustainability issues while seeing a market demand. 
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There is a need to elaborate fully new skill sets for 
sustainable entrepreneurs, including multidisciplinary 
knowledge and complex system-thinking skills, to be 
able to address interdependent sustainability ques-
tions (Hägg & Gabrielsson, 2020; Obrecht, 2016). 
Such educational programs would prepare entrepre-
neurs and the business world to create more holistic 
and resilient firms with genuine sustainability impact.

5.2 � Limitations and future research

Our study is not free of limitations from which we 
derive possibilities for future research. First, although 
we based our research on a relatively small sample 
size, we complemented our data with in-depth inter-
views to give more profound insights. However, future 
research could expand data collection. This would pos-
sibly allow for identifying different patterns in the data 
and, for instance, examining whether sustainable entre-
preneurs from distinct sectors experience institutional 
influences differently. This could be shown through 
stronger institutional support of businesses from a cer-
tain sector with higher societal acceptance.

Second, although cross-sectional studies promise 
new insights into the institutional influences on sus-
tainable entrepreneurs, the consideration of the aspect 
of time through a longitudinal study could reveal how 
institutional dynamics change throughout the entre-
preneurial process. In other words, analysing whether 
sustainable entrepreneurs are influenced by different 
institutional dimensions throughout their entrepre-
neurial process would be interesting. For instance, 
social norms could be very relevant at inception, 
while government support could be important in later 
stages of the entrepreneurial process, just as found for 
traditional entrepreneurship (Alvarez et al., 2025).

Third, our methodology allowed us to analyse differ-
ent configurations of institutional influences, including 
the two outcomes of sustainable entrepreneurial activity 
and sustainability impact. It could also be interesting to 
split the sample size analysing whether configurations 
change for recently created startups and already estab-
lished ones (older than 5 years).

Fourth, our study is one of the few that consid-
ers the cultural-cognitive dimension in the context 
of sustainability, revealing how sustainable entre-
preneurs interpret their environment and how their 
actions respond to these interpretations. However, 
sustainable entrepreneurs could also be changing 

existing institutions. This could be measured 
through fully new institutional dimensions explain-
ing entrepreneurs’ social and environmental activ-
ism to change the existing status quo.
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Appendix 1: Interview questions

Business Activity & Motivation

1.	 What is your business about?
2.	 How do you relate your business activity to social 

and/or environmental sustainability?
3.	 What was your motivation to start the business?

a.	 With family and friends, do you discuss 
sustainability and environmental issues? 
Could you provide some specific examples 
of these conversations?

b.	 Are you and your family/friends actively 
engaging in eco-friendly initiatives (e.g., 
recycling, meat-reducing diet, avoiding air 
transport, donations to charitable projects)?

c.	 Are you involved in any environmental activism/
social or voluntary projects promoting social or 
environmental sustainability? If so, could you 
share details about the projects you participate in 
and your motivations for doing so?

Experiences of running a business
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	 4.	 Could you describe the first moment you decided 
to create a business? What gave you the idea and 
what made you confident about taking this step?

	 5.	 Could you briefly describe this early process of 
creating the firm?

	 6.	 How did you realize you had the ability, skills 
and knowledge to run your own business? How 
did you realize you had the capacity to act upon 
social or ecological problems?

	 7.	 Can you share any personal or professional values 
that drove you to focus on sustainability in your 
venture?

	 8.	 Do you think turning new ideas into businesses 
is an admired career path in Catalonia or in your 
community?

	 9.	 Do you think acting upon social or ecological problems 
is well seen in Catalonia or in your community?

	10.	 What do your parents and friends think about 
you being a sustainable entrepreneur?

	11.	 Do you think being a sustainable entrepreneur is 
well-recognized in society?

	12.	 Were there any industry ethics, societal expecta-
tions, or stakeholder expectations regarding sustain-
ability that influenced your entrepreneurial journey?

	13.	 Have entrepreneurial and/or sustainability val-
ues of Catalonia influenced you? For example, 
would you say in Catalonia there are favorable 
values towards sustainable start-ups?

Challenges and opportunities

	14.	 What has been the main challenge throughout 
the process of starting your business?

	15.	 When creating your firm, did you receive any 
kind of private or public financial assistance?

a	 Was this financial assistance specifically ded-
icated to supporting green or social projects?

b	 Would you say there are differences at the 
European, national, and regional levels 
when it comes to financial support for social 
or green projects?

	16.	 Did you receive any kind of government support 
in Catalonia?

a	 If so, how did they help you?

b	 Would you say such government support 
understands the challenges and needs of 
sustainable entrepreneurs?

c	 Is the support specifically designed for sus-
tainable entrepreneurs?

d	 What improvements would you suggest?

Tactics for dealing with challenges

	17.	 Do you think fear of failure prevented you from 
developing your business idea earlier?

	18.	 In the sustainability sector, there’s often a fine 
line between genuine sustainable practices 
and the risk of greenwashing. Can you share 
how your start-up navigates this challenge and 
ensures that its sustainability claims are trans-
parent and substantiated?

	19.	 Can you think of any start-up that in your eyes 
practices ‘greenwashing’?

Aspirations for the future

	20.	 What are your expectations for the future 
regarding your business?

	21.	 Do you expect to have (more) employees in the 
next year? How many?

	22.	 What percentage do you expect to increase your 
income?

Firm’s name
Interviewee´s data
  Name & surname
  Position

Profile of the Founder/s
  Gender
  Age
  Level of Education (Bachelor/Master/High School Diploma/

PhD Degree/other)
  Educational Background in Entrepreneurship or Manage-

ment?
  Educational Background in Sustainability?
  Previous Occupation
  Other occupations additional to work at Startup?
  Previous Startups created?
  Entrepreneurial Family Antecedents?

Profile of the Startup
  Legal Form
  Age of Start-Up
  Sector
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Appendix 2: Truth table sustainable 
entrepreneurial activity outcome

Regulative Normative Cultural-cognitive Cases Sustainable entrepreneurial 
activity

aw consist PRI consist SYM consist

0 1 0 26 1 0.958 0.929 0.929
0 1 1 28 1 0.958 0.931 0.940
1 1 1 32 1 0.960 0.936 0.941
1 1 0 9 0 0.947 0.891 0.891

Appendix 3: Truth table sustainable 
entrepreneurial activity outcome

Regulative Normative Cultural-cognitive Cases Sustainability impact Raw consist PRI consist SYM consist

0 0 1 3 1 0.976 0.930 0.930
0 1 1 28 1 0.969 0.945 0.966
1 1 1 32 1 0.959 0.931 0.946
0 0 0 3 0 0.949 0.839 0.838
0 1 0 26 0 0.948 0.897 0.927
1 1 0 9 0 0.930 0.825 0.839
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