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Abstract: Sustainable entrepreneurship is seen as a promising approach aiming 
to solve complex social, environmental, and economic problems with 
innovative solutions. Whilst the concept of collaboration provides an important 
conceptual overlap between the entrepreneurship and sustainability literatures, 
it has so far received little attention in sustainable entrepreneurship research. 
The purpose of this article is to explore links between collaborative 
entrepreneurship and sustainable development. Sustainability challenges 
increase the importance for entrepreneurial collaboration in three ways: first, 
for cross-actor participation within entrepreneurial processes; second, for 
coordinating across sustainability issues and between entrepreneurial solutions; 
and third, for cross-sector cooperation between different forms of 
entrepreneurship such as social entrepreneurship, sustainable entrepreneurship, 
and policy entrepreneurship. We show how understanding this link between 
collaborative entrepreneurship and sustainable development sheds new light on 
both entrepreneurship theory and practice as well as sustainability research. 
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1 Introduction 

In 2015, the 193 nations of the UN General Assembly adopted the ‘2030 Development 
Agenda’ titled ‘transforming our world’ (UN, 2015). At the core of this agenda are the  
17 ‘sustainable development goals’ that spell out a vision for a sustainable future of 
humankind on our shared planet. Including objectives such as ‘no poverty’, ‘good health 
and well-being’, ‘climate action’ or protecting ‘life below water’ and ‘life on land’, the 
first 16 SDGs provide a globally agreed upon framework as to what the great transition 
towards sustainability should achieve. Moreover, the 17th SDG also indicates how to 
bring about this transition: through ‘partnerships for the goals’. The global agenda for 
transforming the world thus highlights the role of collaboration for sustainability. 

This paper brings together the UN SDG’s idea of collaboration with the practice and 
theory of entrepreneurship and, more specifically, sustainable entrepreneurship. In fact, 
we contend that the concept of collaboration provides an important conceptual overlap 
between the entrepreneurship and sustainability literatures that, so far, has received only 
little attention. Over the past years, entrepreneurship research has begun to emphasise the 
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role of collaboration and networks for innovation in a complex environment (e.g., Larson, 
2000; Miles et al., 2005; Rocha and Miles, 2009). At the same time, sustainability 
research has long underlined the role of inter- and trans-disciplinary cooperation to solve 
complex challenges characterised by the interdependence of economic, social, and 
environmental aspects (e.g., Jahn et al., 2012; Lang et al., 2012; Wiek et al., 2012; 
Schaltegger et al., 2013). 

The purpose of this article is to explore this link between collaborative 
entrepreneurship and sustainable development in more detail. Our key claim is that the 
challenge of sustainable development increases the importance for entrepreneurial 
collaboration and collaborative entrepreneurship in three ways. First, sustainable 
development increases the need for cross-actor participation within entrepreneurial 
processes. Second, it increases the need for cross-issue coordination between 
entrepreneurial solutions. Third, it increases the need for cross-sector cooperation 
between different forms of entrepreneurship such as social entrepreneurship, sustainable 
entrepreneurship, and policy entrepreneurship. We show how understanding this link 
between collaborative entrepreneurship and sustainable development sheds new light on 
both entrepreneurship theory and practice as well as sustainability research. 

We develop our argument in the following three steps. In the first step, we briefly 
review the (sustainable) entrepreneurship debate and identify four developments that 
have broadened the entrepreneurship concept and thus advanced its relevance for 
sustainable development: 

a a richer appreciation of diverse motivations that drive entrepreneurs 

b a richer understanding of different forms of entrepreneurship 

c a richer notion of the importance of collaboration, context and eco-systems in 
entrepreneurship 

d an extended perspective of creating a priori non-existing opportunities rather than 
discovering existing opportunities. 

In the second step, we introduce and discuss the UN SDGs in more detail. Here, our 
analysis serves to show that the very nature of sustainable development calls for two 
kinds of collaboration. Given complex interdependencies between the individual SDGs, 
sustainable development requires horizontal collaboration to address potential synergies 
and the challenge of non-intended consequences across sustainability issues. Given the 
multi-level nature of societal transformation and governance, sustainable development 
requires vertical collaboration to coordinate the interplay between individuals, business 
ventures, civil society, and policy makers across sectors and governance levels. 

In the third step, we then bring together the perspective of collaborative 
entrepreneurship and sustainable development’s need for entrepreneurial collaboration. 
Here, we discuss the three types of collaborative entrepreneurship. The article closes with 
conclusions for entrepreneurs and sustainability research. 

2 A brief review of entrepreneurship research: four relevant developments 

Ever since Schumpeter’s (1962/1934, 1939) seminal work, entrepreneurship has been 
studied as a ‘process of creative destruction’. At the heart of entrepreneurship lies the 
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idea of innovation (Drucker, 1986) as entrepreneurs bring new solutions to the world, 
thus destroying and replacing previous ways of doing things. Entrepreneurial innovations 
can come in many forms, including new products and new processes but also new 
markets or new factor inputs. In a nutshell, entrepreneurship describes the processes of 
entrepreneurs as actors who discover, realise and create opportunities for developing 
novel and superior solutions out of the former status quo (Stevenson and Gumpert, 1985). 

For sustainability, entrepreneurship is highly important because the transformation 
towards a sustainable future urgently requires the creative destruction of unsustainable 
patterns of producing, consuming, and living. Against this background, the concept of 
sustainable entrepreneurship has gained prominence (Cohen and Winn, 2007; York and 
Venkataraman, 2010; Schaltegger and Wagner, 2010; Fellnhofer et al., 2014). 
Sustainable entrepreneurs find ways to creatively destroy market failures (Hart and 
Millstein, 1999; Dean and McMullen, 2007) as well as government and bureaucracy 
failures that result in negative social and environmental externalities. By bringing new, 
more sustainable innovations to the world, they can play an important role in creating 
sustainability transformations. 

Over the past decades, research on entrepreneurship and also, more specifically, 
sustainable entrepreneurship, has flourished and yielded rich scholarly progress. While a 
detailed review goes beyond the scope of this paper, four developments deserve closer 
attention for our purposes: motivations driving entrepreneurs, forms of entrepreneurship, 
the importance of collaboration and context in entrepreneurship, and the relevance of 
effectuation and creation. 

2.1 Motivations for entrepreneurship: from money to multiple motives 

From an economic perspective, entrepreneurship generates entrepreneurial rents when 
innovations creatively destroy the existing market equilibrium and generate new market 
disequilibria. Entrepreneurship is then concerned with the discovery, profitable 
exploitation and active creation of business opportunities out of these new market 
disequilibria (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). Over time, as competitors imitate the 
entrepreneur, these imitators move the market towards a new (temporary) equilibrium 
and erode entrepreneurial rents. 

Given this important economic role, entrepreneurs have traditionally been viewed as 
economic actors motivated by financial considerations. Along these lines, various authors 
suggest that sustainability-oriented entrepreneurs are driven by financial benefits related 
to offering social and environmental solutions (Dean and McMullen, 2007; York and 
Venkataraman, 2010). Several case studies and extant empirical research, however, show 
that with some exceptions many if not most sustainability-oriented entrepreneurs may 
primarily be motivated to contribute to sustainable development rather than conventional 
profit maximisation and that motivation for environmental, social and sustainable 
entrepreneurship are often linked well to individual values of the entrepreneurs and the 
passion for sustainable business (Choi and Gray, 2008a, 2008b; Kirkwood and Walton, 
2010; Schaltegger and Hansen, 2013; Shepherd et al., 2013; Koe and Majid, 2014; Koe  
et al., 2014). 

Various authors adapted entrepreneurial intention theory (Mair and Noboa, 2006; 
Krueger, 1993; Krueger et al., 2000) and, in particular, the theory of planned behaviour 
(TPB) (Ajzen, 1991) to sustainable and social entrepreneurship. The TPB has been 
widely tested in for-profit entrepreneurship research and has been proven accurate in 
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predicting entrepreneurial intentions and behaviour (Kautonen et al., 2015). Mair and 
Noboa (2006) adapted the TPB so that it can be applied to sustainable entrepreneurship 
by proposing four key antecedents: empathy (to model attitudes), moral judgment (to 
model social norms), self-efficacy (to model internal behavioural control), and perceived 
presence of social support (to model external behavioural control). While the latter two 
variables have been found to be strong predictors, findings for empathy and moral 
judgment have been unsystematic (Ernst, 2011; Forster and Grichnik, 2013; Hockerts, 
2017). 

While not all entrepreneurs dealing with sustainability strive to change the world 
(Allen and Malin, 2008; Choi and Gray, 2008a), empirical research, however, shows that 
primary motivations for many actors to engage in sustainable entrepreneurship are to 
spread their green values, to educate society, and to follow their passion for a green 
business idea (Kirkwood and Walton, 2010; Shepherd et al., 2013). Koe and Majid 
(2014) and Koe et al. (2014) further argue that attitudes and values linked to 
sustainability (i.e., a sustainability orientation) motivate individual entrepreneurs to 
engage in environmentally friendly practices and positively affect their intention to 
engage in sustainable entrepreneurship. 

In short, sustainable entrepreneurship scholarship has come to a much more nuanced 
understanding of the diverse and often multiple motivations that drive entrepreneurs. 
Entrepreneurs may be concerned with financial objectives (Choi and Gray, 2008a; 
Rogers, 2010) or growth (Kearins and Collins, 2012) but they may also follow ideas of 
self-development, the objective to gain power and influence, or pro-social/environmental 
motivations. Such a broadened perspective is particularly helpful for our purposes 
because it allows applying the entrepreneurship lens to complex sustainability challenges 
characterised by diverse actors with diverse interests. 

2.2 From business ventures to multiple form of entrepreneurship in different 
settings 

Traditionally, entrepreneurship has been associated with business venturing and newly 
founded enterprises. In fact, much of the entrepreneurship literature still focuses on 
business start-ups and new ventures. Similarly, in the field of sustainable 
entrepreneurship (e.g., Cohen and Winn, 2007; Dean and McMullen, 2007; Hall et al., 
2010; Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010; Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011; Schaltegger and 
Wagner, 2010) or eco-venturing (Hockerts, 2004; Pepin, 2005; Choi and Gray, 2008b; 
Jolink and Niesten, 2015; Muñoz and Cohen, 2017a, 2017b) the founding of new 
ventures has received considerable attention. Given the focus on innovation of the 
entrepreneurship concept, a prominent attention to start-ups and business ventures is not 
surprising. Compared to established incumbents characterised by path-dependencies, 
young organisations often find it easier to be flexible and generate path-breaking 
innovations (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010; Schaltegger et al., 2016). 

Over the past decades, entrepreneurship scholarship has broadened this traditional 
focus on business start-ups in two ways. First, the debate on entrepreneurship has 
highlighted that entrepreneurs also act within existing organisations (Pinchot, 1988; Gapp 
and Fisher, 2007). Sustainable entrepreneurs seek to transform from within existing 
organisations towards sustainability. Second, there are rich strands of research that have 
applied entrepreneurship as a more general concept to settings outside the business  
(start-up) domain. This includes the idea of ‘institutional entrepreneurship’ (Tracey et al., 
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2011) as a general process of creating new institutions that govern important aspects of 
organisational or societal life; ‘social entrepreneurship’ (Seelos and Mair, 2005; Martin 
and Osberg, 2007; Whitman, 2011) as the entrepreneurial solutions of social challenges 
that may also occur in the non-profit sectors, ‘academic entrepreneurship’ (Shane and 
Venkataraman, 2000; Shane, 2004; Leyden and Link, 2013) that focuses on processes 
bringing about innovative solutions in the university context as well as ‘policy 
entrepreneurship’ (Mintrom, 1997) in the political domain. 

In sum, instead of restricting the entrepreneurship concept to business start-ups and 
the market domain, a more general notion of entrepreneurship as the active 
implementation of change through innovation allows using the entrepreneurship 
perspective as a powerful lens to look at, compare with, relate to, and learn from 
innovation processes in the market, civil society, academia, and the state. This is relevant 
for our purposes as sustainability solutions require the contribution of all these sectors. 

2.3 From individual entrepreneurship to the importance of context and 
collaboration 

Popular iconic entrepreneurs like Steve Jobs and their media portrayal have nurtured the 
view that entrepreneurship is largely driven by the determination and ingenuity of  
hero-like individuals. While taking a much more rational and scientific perspective, an 
important strand of entrepreneurship research started similarly by investigating the 
personality features of (successful) entrepreneurs (e.g., Kets de Vries, 1977; Hockerts, 
2004). This line of research has generated important concepts such as the idea of 
‘entrepreneurial orientation’ (e.g., Lumpkin and Dess, 1996) and sustainability 
orientation of entrepreneurs (e.g., Kuckertz and Wagner, 2010) and other concepts to 
measure relevant personality features. At the same time, looking at entrepreneurship with 
a focus on the individual entrepreneur fails to understand the context and social 
embeddings of entrepreneurial processes. 

Against this background, a number of more recent developments in entrepreneurship 
research have broadened the perspective away from individual entrepreneurship to the 
socially embedded, collective, and collaborative dimension of entrepreneurship. 

In terms of social embeddedness, the idea of entrepreneurial eco-systems (Cohen, 
2006; Zahra and Nambisan, 2011; Isenberg, 2011) highlights that entrepreneurial 
innovation does not occur in a vacuum but rather interacts with and requires an 
appropriate ‘entrepreneurial infrastructure’ (Van de Ven, 1993). The process of 
entrepreneurship is thus a collective achievement that includes other key private and 
public actors (such as other entrepreneurs, research partners, and regulators), shared 
processes and relations (Cohen, 2006; Mason and Brown, 2014; Pinkse and Groot, 2015). 

Going beyond the idea of mere context or social embeddings, other scholars have 
highlighted that in many cases the very agents in entrepreneurial innovation are not 
isolated individuals but teams or groups of individuals (e.g., Tencati and Zsolnai, 2009; 
Wheeler et al., 2005). By this logic, the idea of ‘collective entrepreneurship’ has been 
studied in both conventional entrepreneurship research (e.g., Rocha and Miles, 2009; 
Leyden and Link, 2013; Ratten, 2014) and in the social entrepreneurship literature (e.g., 
Montgomery et al., 2012). 
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In more general terms, various strands of research underline the importance of 
collaboration in entrepreneurship. The business model literature, e.g., emphasises the role 
of key partners and collaborative value creation (e.g., Schaltegger et al., 2017). As a key 
foundation in sustainability and corporate sustainability scholarship, stakeholder theory 
(Hörisch et al., 2014) similarly highlights that entrepreneurs never create value in a 
black-box but rather in the dense cooperation with diverse stakeholders. Knowing one’s 
relevant stakeholders, their interests and the resources they can provide is thus crucial for 
entrepreneurship and sustainability entrepreneurship in particular (Schlange, 2006). 

2.4 From opportunity identification and seeking to effectuation and creating 
opportunities 

Entrepreneurship is often linked to the specific alertness and knowledge required to 
discover business opportunities (Hayek, 1945; Kirzner, 1973), while these opportunities 
are seen to exist separate of the entrepreneurs themselves (Sarasvathy and Dew 2005; 
Sarasvathy, 2001, 2008). The discovery of opportunities view assumes that strategic 
planning and marketing are key approaches of entrepreneurship and that a causal 
relationship exists between discovery of opportunities, adequate management and market 
success (Sarasvathy, 2008). This perspective has also informed early research on 
ecopreneurship (e.g., Dixon and Clifford, 2007; Jolink and Niesten, 2015; Schaltegger, 
2002). 

The opportunity seeking view has been extended by the effectuation perspective that 
opportunities can arise outside of markets and be enacted by entrepreneurs (Sarasvathy 
and Dew, 2005; Sarasvathy et al., 2013). From this perspective, entrepreneurs initiate 
creative processes based on their own motivations, skills and networks (Sarasvathy, 2001, 
2008). Effectuation describes the process that entrepreneurs create (a priori non-existent) 
opportunities through their own capabilities, including their personality, knowledge, and 
networks (Sarasvathy, 2001). The effectuation and creation view of entrepreneurship 
receives additional relevance in light of the high uncertainty often characterising 
sustainability problems (e.g., Wiek et al., 2012) and their societal and ecological 
character beyond markets. As many sustainability problems root outside markets, they 
are mostly not directly related to existing market opportunities but first and foremost 
rather represent economic dis-opportunities. Entrepreneurial opportunities relating to 
sustainability are thus often rather created intentionally and collectively rather than 
‘waiting to be recognised and realised’ and in spite of a priori inexistence of 
opportunities. This creation of sustainability related opportunities against all odds can be 
the result of a pragmatic co-creation of innovations leading to transformations of markets 
and beyond. 

Co-creation is one of the major sources of potential tensions in sustainable 
entrepreneurship. Traditional businesses are protective of their unique knowledge. Due to 
their inherent motivation to transform industries sustainability entrepreneurs, on the other 
hand, are more willing to share their insights with potential competitors for as long as 
they support the underlying sustainability mission. Danish social entrepreneur  
Torkil Sonne, for example, has reached out to large firms such as SAP, IBM, and 
Accenture sharing insights from his own social enterprise Specialisterne on how to  
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integrate high functioning autists into the work place. As a result there is already an 
increasing demand for such employees as the approach of Specialisterne has been 
duplicated in Germany and the Netherlands by Specialisterne copy-cats. Tesla Motor is 
another example in which a sustainability entrepreneur openly shares his knowledge with 
competitors. In 2014, Tesla made its patents in areas such as electrical motors and 
batteries freely available (Rimmer, 2014). The logic behind this decision was that the 
bigger the market for electrical cars gets the more Tesla is likely to be able to leverage its 
position as a sustainability pioneer. Moreover, by sharing its patents Tesla may be able to 
install its own technology as the de facto market standard. 

In short, entrepreneurship scholarship has advanced its perspective to highlight the 
interdependence of multiple actors in entrepreneurial ecosystems, to bring attention to the 
social, often collective dimension of entrepreneurial processes, to acknowledge the 
creation of opportunities in addition to or rather than finding pre-existing opportunities, 
and, most importantly, to emphasise the role of participation, coordination and 
collaboration for entrepreneurship. Though the literature on sustainability 
entrepreneurship has not discussed this importance of collaboration in depth, 
collaboration is of particular relevance at the link between entrepreneurship and 
sustainability. The next sections serve to substantiate this claim. 

3 The UN Sustainable Development Goals and the need for collaboration 

After many years of intensive consultations, the 193 nations of the UN General Assembly 
adopted in 2015 the ‘2030 Development Agenda’ titled ‘Transforming our world’. This 
shared global agenda contains 17 ‘sustainable development goals’, 169 proposed targets 
for these goals, and 304 proposed indicators to measure progress (UN, 2015). The  
17 SDGs include: 

1 no poverty 10 reduced inequalities 
2 zero hunger 11 sustainable cities and communities 
3 good health and well-being 12 responsible consumption and production 
4 quality education 13 climate action 
5 gender equality 14 life below water 
6 clean water and sanitation 15 life on land 
7 affordable and clean energy 16 peace, justice and strong institution 
8 decent work and economic growth 17 partnership for the goals. 
9 industry innovation and infrastructure   

At first sight, the UN SDGs thus have a clear social emphasis with many goals focusing 
primarily on social issues (e.g., 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 10, and 16). Compared to the UN 
Millennium Goals, however, ecological issues are considered somewhat more explicitly, 
with some goals explicitly focusing on the environment (13, 14, and 15) and others 
relating to socially and environmental issues alike (e.g., 11 and 12). While the first 16 
SDGs spell out a shared vision of where humanity aspires to be by 2030, the 17th and 
final SDG does not really formulate a material objective but rather specifies a process 
goal regarding how the global community intends to achieve the 16 aforementioned 
SDGs. 
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The SDGs spell out a shared agenda for sustainable development. As such, they 
provide a framework for collaboration on a global scale. With goal 17 ‘Strengthen the 
means of implementation and revitalise the global partnership for sustainable 
development’, the SDGs explicitly emphasise this need for collaboration. As this article 
seeks to show, the reason for this emphasis is that the complexity and interdependence of 
sustainability challenges creates a special need for collaboration in two ways. The very 
nature of the sustainable development challenge creates a pronounced need for horizontal 
collaboration across sustainability issues as well as the need for vertical collaboration 
across sectors and governance levels (Figure 1). 

Figure 1 The UN SDGS and the need for horizontal and vertical collaboration 

 

In the following, we develop the idea in more detail. 

3.1 Horizontal collaboration across the SDGs 

As Figure 1 illustrates, the horizontal dimension refers to the importance of cross-issue 
collaboration across the different SDGs. The underlying idea is to address the different 
SDGs not in an isolated, individual fashion but to aim at holistic approaches that address 
the SDGs as a whole. Horizontal collaboration is necessary because sustainability cannot 
be reduced to a single issue such as, say, climate change. While each individual goal is, 
of course, important, the very concept of sustainable development highlights the 
interdependence of social, environmental, and economic issues (e.g., WCED, 1987), and 
thus the interdependence of the different SDGs. 

To illustrate, take the prominent and urgent goal to eradicate hunger (2) which calls 
for an increase and fairer distribution of the effective global food production. Potential 
approaches to expand the global food supply include turning virgin forests into farmland, 
pumping up ground water for artificial irrigation or using more industrial fertilisers and 
pesticides. While such practices might increase food production and promote SDG 2, 
they could come, however, at the risk of destroying clean freshwater access (SDG 6) and 
habitat on land (SDG 15) or counteract climate action (SDG 13). Similarly, promoting 
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climate action (SDG 13) through the production of bio-fuels might worsen food shortages 
(SDG 2) and contribute to destroying habitats (SDG 15). 

The lesson to be learnt here is that a too narrow perspective on individual SDGs runs 
the risk of achieving alleged improvements in one goal dimension at the expense of other 
SDGs, thus undermining sustainable development as a whole. To avoid such unintended 
consequences and to overcome the underlying unproductive trade-offs requires, however, 
a broad understanding of the complex interdependencies between the various SDG 
dimensions. Given the complexity of this challenge, no individual actor is capable of 
having such a broad perspective. No company that invests in new bio-fuel technologies 
can be simultaneously an expert for climate change, the rights of indigenous people,  
bio-diversity, and so forth. This is why players who truly seek sustainable development 
cannot act isolated from each other. Rather, what is needed is inter- and trans-disciplinary 
participation and collaboration (Lang et al., 2012) that is able to include the expertise of 
diverse perspectives. 

Underlying the SDGs as a broad framework, the idea of horizontal collaboration thus 
emphasises that one dimension of trans-disciplinary cooperation needed for sustainability 
is the openness to collaborate across different sustainability issues and thus to coordinate 
their individual sustainability contributions in a productive way. This may help to deal 
with the ‘directional risks’ (Paech, 2007) of unintended consequences of sustainability 
innovations. Moreover, bringing together diverse pieces of knowledge from very 
different fields can lay the groundwork for innovations that even realise synergies 
between the different SDGs and sustainability issue areas. 

3.2 Vertical collaboration across sectors and governance levels 

The 2015 declaration of the UN SDGs marked the culmination of an intense  
multi-stakeholder dialogue. In fact, the SDGs were created over several years through the 
collaborative consultation of representatives from multi-national organisations, 
governments, civil society organisations, the academia, and business (UN, 2015). By 
building on the collaboration of actors from different societal sectors and different 
governance levels, the SDGs themselves can be seen as a product of trans-disciplinary 
cooperation. 

This cooperation across different sector logics and governance levels is what the 
vertical dimension of sustainability collaboration is about. The vertical dimension in 
Figure 1 illustrates this idea. The notion of vertical collaboration highlights that even 
within one specific SDG or sustainability issue typically no single actor can fully solve a 
sustainability challenge. The reason is that almost all global sustainability challenges 
need to be understood against the background of society’s multi-level governance. In this 
multi-level system, different sectors and different actors have specific roles and potential 
contributions that need to be brought together in order to transform society as a whole. 
Multinational-organisations can provide global governance institutions, while nation 
states provide national regulation. Academia can promote education and research. Civil-
society actors can fulfil an advocacy function or provide social and environmental 
services. Businesses provide not only products and services but can also create jobs, 
taxes, and knowledge. Acknowledging the complexity and multifaceted character of 
sustainability problems and to create sustainability solutions requires inter- and trans-
disciplinary collaboration inside the company between different departments and actors 
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(Schaltegger et al., 2013) as well as between the company and its stakeholders (Hörisch 
et al., 2014). 

Seen from this perspective, sustainability challenges arise where the interplay of the 
different actors is in an unsustainable equilibrium that creates negative social and 
environmental externalities. Creatively destroying such equilibrium often requires 
innovations and collaboration across the different governance levels and sector logics. 

To illustrate, take the example of SDG 13 (climate action; exemplified in Figure 1). 
Within this given issue, no single actor or sector can individually achieve this goal. 
Fighting the complex challenge of climate change rather requires changes on many 
governance levels and a productive interplay between these innovations. On the level of 
multi-national governance, the Paris accord represents the attempt to establish a process 
for developing global rules to fight global warming. To implement such rules, however, 
governments need to translate their intended nationally determined contributions 
(INDCs) into policies on the national level. In the market, clean-tech ventures are needed 
to create new business models while climate finance can create novel funding 
instruments. Civil-society organisations such as the carbon-disclosure project can provide 
the advocacy to create transparency and to promote corporate accountability, while the 
academia can engage in climate-related teaching and research. Finally, on the level of 
individual behaviour, social movements such as the fossil fuel divestment campaign and 
other activists can foster cultural change towards more responsible consumption and 
climate awareness which also feeds back into market incentives and the political arena. 

What this simple example shows is that comprehensive solutions for sustainability 
challenges need to understand and build upon the interdependence of different sectors 
and governance levels. Companies can create novel products and services, yet they 
cannot establish regulation, and the market success of their sustainable offers depends on 
market conditions, too. Governments can regulate markets but they cannot enforce 
cultural change. It is this interplay of different actors within an issue domain that vertical 
collaboration is about. Given the often systemic and complex nature of sustainability 
challenges, sustainability creates a special need for such vertical collaboration.  
Trans-disciplinary cooperation is then needed that can bring together the languages and 
logics of different societal sectors and governance levels. 

3.3 The need for collaborative innovation 

This discussion of the SDGs has highlighted that due to its characteristic complexity and 
interdependence sustainability typically requires innovations that no single actor can 
provide individually. No single actor has either the diverse knowledge nor the resources 
and capabilities necessary to promote a fundamental sustainability transition of markets 
and society. What is therefore needed is trans-disciplinary collaboration, both 
horizontally (across issues and SDGs) and vertically (across sector logics and governance 
levels). 

Such collaboration, however, is not easy. On the contrary, finding adequate forms and 
processes for trans-disciplinary collaboration requires innovations for successful 
partnerships. This is why the SDGs highlight the development of partnerships as a 
separate and important goal. As this is process-oriented goal as well as the other  
16 issue-oriented goals require both collaboration and innovation, the next section 
focuses on how collaborative entrepreneurship can foster such cooperative solutions. 
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4 Collaborative entrepreneurship and sustainable development 

As the previous two chapters have shown, the issue of collaboration provides a fruitful 
conceptual overlap between the domains of entrepreneurship and sustainable 
development. This section now discusses this overlap in more detail. More specifically, 
we link three ways of how sustainability increases the need for collaboration with 
relevant concepts and discussions in the theory and practice of (sustainable) 
entrepreneurship. First, sustainability creates the need for cross-stakeholder collaboration 
and co-creation within entrepreneurial processes. Second, sustainability increases the 
need for cross-issue coordination and consultation between entrepreneurial solutions. 
Third, sustainability calls for increased cross-sector cooperation between different forms 
of entrepreneurship. 

4.1 Collaboration within entrepreneurial ventures: co-creating for 
sustainability 

The SDGs and its 169 sub-targets illustrate that non-sustainability can be broken down to 
diverse and manifold individual sustainability challenges. For each of these issues, 
solutions are needed that call for innovation and creative destruction. Here, sustainable 
entrepreneurship can serve as an important driver to foster such concrete solutions.  
Table 1 provides an overview of the 16 material SDGs and gives illustrative examples of 
possible sustainable entrepreneurship projects and ventures, starting points, and 
references. 

Given the complex nature of many phenomena of unsustainability such as good 
health and wellbeing or responsible consumption and production sustainability-related 
opportunities are rarely apparent and solutions mostly not ‘externally given’. Whereas 
some sustainability incurred opportunities may be apparent, most are not ‘waiting’ to be 
picked up by an individual. They rather need to be created with purpose, much effort and 
in collaboration with a set of actors. The illustration examples of sustainable 
entrepreneurs in Table 1 demonstrate that this is also what characterises the 
entrepreneurial praxis with regard to the different SDGs. 

Against this background, the literature on sustainable innovations has emphasised the 
need for open-innovation approaches (Klewitz and Hansen, 2014; Adams et al., 2016). 
Including diverse stakeholders such as consumers, workers, communities, and suppliers 
into the innovation process enables entrepreneurs not only to find novel solutions but also 
to implement such solutions through co-creation. As discussed in the section on the 
motivations that drive sustainable entrepreneurship, a shared vision of sustainability can 
provide a common sense of purpose that helps coordinate diverse actors. Consequently, 
sustainability does not only increase the need for collaboration within entrepreneurial 
projects but can also make such collaboration more likely. A potential drawback of 
entrepreneurship focused on particular SDGs and sustainability issues is, however, that a 
broader, overarching perspective of sustainable entrepreneurship might get lost. 
Sustainable entrepreneurship thus requires cross-issue collaboration, too. 
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Table 1 UN SDGs and collaborative sustainable entrepreneurship venture potential 
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Table 1 UN SDGs and collaborative sustainable entrepreneurship venture potential 
(continued) 
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4.2 Cross-issue collaboration between entrepreneurial process: coordinating 
for sustainability 

In practice, partial solutions or foci on specific SDGs may be what can be handled by 
entrepreneurs. The danger, however, is that partial solutions may have side-effects like 
rebound effects that hamper the overall achievement of sustainable development. Thus, 
as highlighted in our discussion of the need for horizontal collaboration, sustainable 
development calls for collaboration across issues and individual, partial solutions. 
Applied to the entrepreneurship perspective, this implies that collaboration is needed not 
only within entrepreneurial projects but also between entrepreneurial projects. 

So far, the idea of cross-project and cross-issue entrepreneurship has received little 
attention in the literature – with two exceptions. First, one classical interpretation of the 
role of the entrepreneur is that entrepreneurs are arbitrageurs that exploit the lack of 
adequate flows within the economy. In fact, Jean-Baptiste Say who coined the very term 
‘entrepreneurship’ defined the entrepreneur as the one who “shifts economic resources 
out of an area of lower and into an area of higher productivity.” [cited in Martin and 
Osberg, (2007), p.31]. Entrepreneurship then is about productively connecting so-far 
unconnected domains; an idea that could also be applied to cross-issue innovation. Here, 
sustainable entrepreneurship could play an important role in creating synergies by 
bringing together so-far unrelated social, environmental, and economic challenges and 
activities aiming to solve various sustainability problems related to different SDGs. 

A second concept from the entrepreneurship literature that could be applied to the 
collaboration between entrepreneurial projects is the idea of entrepreneurship. 
Entrepreneurs innovate and create value by organising productive collaboration between 
existing organisations (e.g., Richter and Teramoto, 1995). Given the existence of an 
increasing number of sustainability-oriented ventures, for example in the green-tech 
sector, entrepreneurs could organise cross-organisational collaboration able to expand the 
often-narrow scope of single-issue green or social start-ups. 

In sum, entrepreneurial cross-issue collaboration of coordinating and linking different 
entrepreneurial projects is needed to realise the synergy potential between partial projects 
and to impede or reduce undesired side-effects. Despite some concepts like arbitrage and 
entrepreneurship, the sustainable entrepreneurship literature has so far paid little attention 
to this question. This opens up interesting opportunities for future research, and it also 
raises the question of how contributions to sustainable development can have an impact 
beyond small projects, single issues, and niches. 

4.3 Cross-sector collaboration between different entrepreneurship types: 
scaling for sustainability 

Our analysis of the UN SDG framework (Figure 1) highlights that the transformation 
towards sustainability also has a vertical dimension: it requires changes and innovations 
across sectors and diverse governance levels. In each of these domains, creative 
destruction is needed to overcome unsustainable equilibrium on different levels of global 
governance, markets, society, academia, etc. 
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As our first chapter has reviewed, by generalising the idea of entrepreneurship, the 
literature has spawned a rich set of concepts that analyse entrepreneurial processes in 
different societal sectors and on different governance levels. To start with, the concept of 
‘policy entrepreneurship’ (Mintrom, 1997) looks at how entrepreneurs identify 
opportunities in the policy domain by transferring ideas from one domain to another. One 
example of such processes in the field of sustainable development is the fight of policy 
entrepreneurs like Peter Eigen, founder of Transparency International, against the 
unsustainable equilibrium of enduring corruption in many regions of the world. Peter 
Eigen and Transparency International not only built a strong argumentative case against 
corruption but brought concrete policy ideas to fight corruption to multinational 
organisations like the World Bank and the IMF, thus inducing change on the global 
governance level. In an effort of collaborative entrepreneurship, like-minded individuals 
around the globe started local Transparency International chapters to lobby their 
governments and to fight corruption through partnerships with businesses and other local 
stakeholders. 

On the level of the market, sustainable entrepreneurs around the world innovates 
more sustainable products and services. Interestingly, many sustainable entrepreneurs 
collaborate with policy-makers or collaborate with each other to create self-regulation for 
establishing new markets. To illustrate, much of the sustainable and organic food industry 
began by creating private standards and certifications (e.g., Demeter for organic food, or 
the Marine Stewardship Council for sustainable fishing) that in some cases later inspired 
public regulation of the food industry (e.g., the EU organic food label). 

In the non-profit and community domain, social entrepreneurs have created novel 
solutions to address the needs of disenfranchised stakeholders such as the disabilities or 
families without access to education. In most welfare states, these innovators for the 
public good closely collaborate with cities, social security systems, and legislators. In 
fact, many business models in social entrepreneurship emerge at the intersection of the 
sector logics of the market, the state, and the community, often combining resources from 
all sectors. 

Similarly, academic entrepreneurs who promote new ways of teaching or research 
often cooperate with partners in other sectors. Finally, cultural entrepreneur who promote 
new ideas often do this as part of social movements that contribute to changing 
awareness, thus laying an important foundation for cooperation with other actors. 

In short, transformations towards sustainability require contributions of and 
collaboration between different forms of entrepreneurship. Sustainable business 
entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship, academic entrepreneurship, cultural 
entrepreneurship, and policy entrepreneurship all hold important pieces of the puzzle 
needed to foster sustainable development. In a number of examples, collaboration across 
these various forms of entrepreneurship and sector boundaries already takes place. Our 
analysis suggests that collaborative entrepreneurship combining different entrepreneurial 
sustainability contributions in productive ways can generate innovations able to 
coordinate and even scale for sustainability transformations. So far, however, such cross-
sector/cross-entrepreneurship does not happen in a systematic way. Here, not only 
collaborative entrepreneurship is needed but also innovative, entrepreneurial 
collaboration. Exploring this potential and how it could be tapped more effectively opens 
up interesting perspectives for sustainable and entrepreneurship theory and practice. 
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5 Conclusions and outlook 

Given their underlying complexity and dynamics, sustainability problems challenge us all 
to collaborate for a deeper understanding and analysis as well as for jointly developing 
robust solutions that lead to real improvements. In spite of the necessity to collaborate for 
effective solutions, collaboration has so far received little attention in sustainable 
entrepreneurship research. 

Collaboration constitutes a conceptual overlap between entrepreneurship and 
sustainability literatures. To achieve a broad sustainability transition needs various 
transformations on different levels of organisations, markets, society and governance. 
This, in turn, requires taking a broader perspective and to link entrepreneurial actors and 
processes. 

Exploring what collaborative sustainable entrepreneurship could entail reveals that 
sustainability challenges increase the importance for entrepreneurial collaboration in 
three ways, for cross-actor participation within entrepreneurial processes, for 
coordinating across sustainability issues and between entrepreneurial solutions, and for 
cross-sector cooperation between different forms of entrepreneurship such as social 
entrepreneurship, sustainable entrepreneurship, and policy entrepreneurship. 

In short, various forms of collaborative entrepreneurship can provide much needed 
contributions for sustainable development in general and for achieving the SDGs in 
particular. As our article has shown, however, academic scholarship is only beginning to 
understand this important overlap between entrepreneurship, sustainability, and  
trans-disciplinary collaboration. To help realise the potential of collaborative 
sustainability entrepreneurship in practice thus requires more cross-disciplinary research 
and innovative entrepreneurial collaboration in research. 
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