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Abstract 

 

To achieve a low-carbon future, a reconstruction of the energy system involving major deployment of 

renewable energy and energy efficient technologies will be fundamental. Although the role of clean-

energy start-up businesses in sustainable system transformation remains at present unclear, 

entrepreneurship or ‘ecopreneurship’ promises a panacea for humanity’s greatest environmental and social 

ills. Whilst sustainability-oriented entrepreneurship is expected to engender the creative destruction of 

unsustainable energy regimes and the next sustainable industrial revolution, we have limited knowledge 

of how such process might unfold in the capital-intensive energy industry. 

In this study, the role of clean-energy ventures and the importance of their partnerships with other actors 

in the transition to a low-carbon economy is investigated. Differences between sustainable and 

conventional entrepreneurship, interactions between new entrants and established incumbent firms as well 

as the importance of collaborations for diffusing and implementing sustainable innovations in the energy 

sector are investigated. Using a case study approach, perceptions from clean-energy entrepreneurs of two 

advanced EU nations, namely the United Kingdom and Germany, are qualitatively examined and 

compared. Results reveal that most clean-energy entrepreneurs reject the term of “ecopreneur” but 

perceive partnerships in the energy sector as invaluable. Despite utterly divergent energy policies in 

Germany and the United Kingdom, respondents further highlight inadequate governmental support in both 

countries. This research therefore underscores the need for new methodological approaches such as 

interpretive analyses or process-tracing methodology to explore complexities of entrepreneurs’ drivers in 

the clean-energy sector. Concepts like ecopreneurship may require re-framing and need theoretical 

counterpoints such as ‘purpose-driven’ entrepreneurship. Relying blindly that entrepreneurs’ 

sustainability-driven impetus will be a panacea for humankind’s greatest challenges might also be too 

optimistic and unrealistic. This research however supports the argument that new ventures have a catalytic 

role in structural transformations toward a low-carbon future and stresses the importance of strategic 

alliances in such process. The necessity for effective and inclusive dialogue between various actors with 

different resources to design ‘mission-oriented’ policies is further highlighted. These policies should not 

only consider the nuanced interplay between new ventures and large firms but also stimulate the co-

creation of a low-carbon future between public, institutional, academic as well as corporate bodies. 
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I. Introduction 

1. Subject of dissertation 

Sustainable development is a driver for disruptive innovation and change (Christensen, 1997). This idea 

is increasingly highlighted within sustainability debates as sustainable development’s growing importance 

creates new risks but also novel opportunities for entrepreneurs (Cohen and Winn, 2007; Wüstenhagen et 

al., 2008). Although its definition is still elusive and emergent, the recent concept of sustainable 

entrepreneurship is becoming the focus of a growing body of literature (Kolk and Pinkse, 2004; Hockerts 

and Wüstenhagen 2010). Some scholars expect this ‘breakthrough discipline for innovation’ (Fussler, 

1996), which stimulates disruptive rather than incremental change (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010), to 

engender the next industrial revolution while shaping sustainable futures (Senge and Carstedt, 2001; 

Pacheco et al., 2010). Joseph Schumpeter’s (1934) concept of ‘creative destruction’ is generally at the 

centre of such theories (Larson, 2000). Through destroying current production methods, consumption 

patterns and markets whilst replacing these with new superior goods and services, sustainable 

entrepreneurs, also known as ‘ecopreneurs’ (Schaltegger, 2002), instigate the market dynamics of 

technological, societal as well as environmental progress (York and Venkataraman, 2010).  

Entrepreneurship is increasingly perceived as ‘the engine of sustainable development’ (Pacheco et al., 

2010). In current debates revolving around which actors will act as catalysts for the sustainable conversion 

of our economy, several academics point their finger toward new, small and innovative entrepreneurial 

organisations (Burns and Stalker, 1961; Anderson, 1998). According to Hockerts and Wüstenhagen 

(2010), these small innovative companies embody ‘Emerging Davids’. Compared to large long-

established market incumbents, characterised as ‘Greening Goliaths’, ‘Davids’ do not fear how sustainable 

innovation might eradicate and transform existing goods, services, information sources and patterns of 

production (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen 2010; York and Venkataraman, 2010). Because of their purpose 

to change market equilibria and to internalise external costs which cause ecological and societal problems, 

they are “literally Davids aiming to slay the giant” (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010, p.487). 

Worldwide, the number of such firms is firmly increasing whilst recent studies highlight multilevel 

tensions between profit maximisation, social contexts and ecological values (O’Neil and Ucbasaran, 2016; 

O’Neill and Gibbs, 2016). Meanwhile, scholarship on sustainable entrepreneurship is not only expanding 

but also receiving growing visibility and prominence (Demirel et al., 2017).  

Historically, technological innovations and market actors have been the catalysts of system transitions 

(Fouquet, 2010). An extensive body of literature examining how interactions between actors, networks 

and institutions foster technological innovations, has asserted that stimulating entrepreneurial activities is 

key for engendering innovation for system transformation (Hekkert et al., 2007; Parrish and Foxon, 2009). 

Nonetheless, the motivations and complexities of entrepreneurial behaviour are only starting to be 

investigated (Hall et al., 2010; Demirel et al., 2017; Poldner et al., 2017). Innovation has been moreover 

identified as primarily the outcome of successful partnerships and collaborative efforts, which take place 

in an interactive learning process between several actors at different stages of the economy (Lundvall, 
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1992; Christensen et al., 2017). In a capital-intensive industry such as the energy sector, collaborations 

become particularly crucial for the mobilisation of necessary resources to develop and implement 

innovations (Meyskens and Carsrud, 2013; Marin et al., 2015). Whilst literature suggests beneficial effects 

from collaborations on innovation in general, it remains however inconclusive whether the same positive 

effects also apply to energy innovations (Christensen et al., 2017). 

 

This study thus aims to contribute to the emerging body of literature by qualitatively investigating research 

gaps including differences between sustainable entrepreneurship and conventional entrepreneurship, 

interactions between new entrants and incumbent actors as well as the importance of partnerships for 

diffusing and implementing sustainable innovations in the energy industry. 

2. Context and Motivation 

Targets and policies for the energy sector have been increasingly appointed to induce the transition toward 

a sustainable low-carbon future to tackle climate change, one of the most preeminent and deeply complex 

challenge in the global community (Kuzemko et al., 2016). As most of the human activities that generate 

greenhouse gases (GHG) and engender climate change involve energy use and generation, these activities 

become the centre of low-carbon and climate change policies (Mowery et al., 2010). Currently, annual 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) conferences are taking place, 

aiming to set climate targets. Consequently, the goal of most national climate governance is to reach GHG 

targets to minimise climate change by shifting away from fossil fuels and centralised energy systems 

through sustainable energy innovation (Kuzemko et al., 2016).  This has been recognised by international 

climate deals, such as the COP21 agreement reached in Paris in December 2015, where 195 nations 

consented to inhibit warming well below 2°C and aspire to restrict the increase to 1.5◦C from pre-industrial 

levels (EC, 2018a). 

 

The transition to a low-carbon economy represents undoubtedly one of the most pressing challenges of 

our era. Reducing GHG emissions and increasing energy efficiency are thus becoming the focus of an 

increasing number of national industrial strategies, including the United Kingdom’s (UK) Clean Growth 

Strategy (HM Government, 2017) and Germany’s Climate Action Plan (BMUB, 2016). There is however 

growing acknowledgement that the 2◦C climate target is not only insufficient but also very improbable to 

be achieved (Rogelj et al., 2016; Raftery, 2017). This indicates that international agreements are only a 

fraction of the climate governance answer to low-carbon transitions (Lachapelle and Paterson, 2013; 

Kuzemko et al., 2016).  The current sustainable energy transition moreover differentiates itself from prior 

ones as institutions such as the EU aim to instigate, stimulate and guide the transformation (Markand et 

al., 2012). In fact, it is the first-ever in history which needs to be achieved “purposefully and against a 

deadline” (Schmitz, 2015, p.7). 

 

As the EU’s ‘2020 Climate and Energy Package’(EC, 2018b) and ‘2030 Climate and Energy 

Framework’(EC, 2018c) prove Europe’s eagerness and aspiration to become a leader in low-carbon 
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transitions and combatting climate change, this study narrows its scope on the European context. The 2030 

Climate and Energy Framework’s ambitious targets stipulate that member states must cut their GHG 

emissions by at least 40% from 1990 levels by 2030 whilst increasing their share of renewables and 

improving energy efficiency (EC, 2018c). These targets stand in line with long-term goals laid out in the 

EU’s ‘Roadmap for moving to a competitive low-carbon economy in 2050’(EC, 2018d).  

 

Germany and the UK are large and advanced economies which make significant contributions to global 

emissions, demonstrated by the fact that Germany and the UK were responsible for 20.8% and 12,1% 

respectively of total GHG emissions within the EU in 2015 (Eurostat, 2018). However, drastic emission 

reduction targets stipulated in both countries are testament to the leadership role they want to take in 

forging low-carbon futures. The pressure to reduce emissions, given their current considerable 

contribution to climate change as well as their aspiration to become leading actors in sustainability, make 

these nations interesting cases to study the phenomenon of sustainable entrepreneurship in the energy 

sector. 

3. Research aims and questions 

According to Hall et al., (2010) “there remain ample opportunities for further research in th[e] emerging 

area” of sustainable entrepreneurship (Hall et al., 2010, p.439). The research lacunae identified by the 

authors reinforced the researcher’s motivation to further investigate this topic, especially sustainable 

entrepreneur’s role and the importance of partnerships in sustainable energy transitions as well as the 

interplay between incumbents and new entrants. This study thus aims to compare and analyse perceptions 

of entrepreneurs from the UK and Germany who are active in the field of renewable energy (RE), energy 

efficiency and demand reduction. Following research questions are proposed: 

 

(1) To what extent do sustainable clean-energy entrepreneurs differ from conventional entrepreneurs? 

(2) To what extent are partnerships important for sustainable energy transitions? 

(3) To what extent are partnerships between new entrants and large market incumbents positive or 

negative? 

(4) What lessons can be drawn from the comparative analysis between these two countries to pave the 

way to a low-carbon future in both the UK and Germany through sustainability-oriented entrepreneurship? 

 

The current section introduced the study and its context, section 2 reviews systematically the existing 

literature on sustainable entrepreneurship and section 3 will present an overview of the two research 

settings, namely the UK and Germany. The 4th section features the methodology in which the case study 

approach as well as limitations to data collection and analysis will be examined. Section 5 presents the 

findings of qualitative interviews conducted with entrepreneurs from clean-energy ventures and section 6 

discusses and evaluates main narratives from the results. The final 7th section concludes the study. 
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II. Literature Review 

 

This section reflects on major streams of research on sustainable entrepreneurship and sociotechnical 

transitions whilst bringing to light knowledge gaps within the extant body of literature. 

1. What is sustainable entrepreneurship? 

 

1.1.Defining sustainable entrepreneurship and “ecopreneurs” 

 

It is widely acknowledged that entrepreneurs regularly engage with uncertainty but also that sustainability 

issues are fundamentally uncertain as environmental and societal problems are conceived in unpredictable 

future scenarios (Knight, 1921; Sarasvathy and Dew, 2005). Due to their aptitude to handle 

unpredictability, authors increasingly highlight that it is more likely that entrepreneurs will successfully 

deal with ecological issues (Sarasvathy, 2001). Not only because uncertainty acts as a stimulus for 

entrepreneurial action in lieu of a barrier but also because through such action, an alternative future is 

forged rather than predicted (Sarasvathy and Venkataraman, 2009). As York and Venkataraman (2010) 

state: “through taking action in the face of uncertainty, entrepreneurial action transforms uncertainty into 

opportunity”. (York and Venkataraman, 2010, p. 454). 

 

Whilst canonical and recognised entrepreneurship theories demonstrate how entrepreneurs foster 

innovation (Schumpeter, 1942), create competitive advantage (Schaltegger, 2002) engage with risk and 

uncertainty as well as in allocating limited resources (Knight, 1921; Hayek, 1945), the notion of a 

sustainable entrepreneur is novel and there is no consensus yet on its definition (Hockerts and 

Wüstenhagen, 2010). Demirel and colleagues (2017) argue that a commonly accepted definition is 

required to develop consistent approaches in measuring its virtues.  In a similar vein, Shapira et al. (2014) 

claim that the vagueness of definitions in this field constitute obstacles for research progress. This is 

highlighted by the ambiguous use of terminology in this field, which has been inconsistently designated 

as either ecopreneurship (Schaltegger, 2002), sustainable entrepreneurship (Pacheco et al., 2010), “born-

green” firms (Demirel et al., 2017) or green entrepreneurship (Berle, 1991). 

 

Pacheco et al., (2010) attempt to define sustainable entrepreneurship as “the discovery, creation, 

evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities to create future goods and services that is consistent with 

sustainable development goals.” (Pacheco et al., 2010, p. 471). Whilst environmentalists usually place 

business at the root of sustainability problems and describe its intersection with the environment as a zero-

sum game where nature always loses (Carson et al., 2003; Flannery, 2005), successful sustainable 

entrepreneurs are expected to create new market-equilibria (Linnanen, 2002).  

 

The word ‘entrepreneur’ evolved from the French verb ‘entreprendre’ and can be interpreted as seizing 

the initiative to bridge (Wüstenhagen, 2008). “Ecopreneurs” however differ from traditional entrepreneurs 
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due to their desire to “build bridges between environmental progress and market success” (Schaltegger, 

2002, p.46). From their perspective, environmental degradation resulting from market failures represent 

opportunities for achieving profitability and value creation (Dean and McMullen, 2007; York and 

Venkataraman, 2010). According to Linnanen (2002), they can be characterised as ‘successful idealists’ 

who, driven by their wish to solve environmental problems, instigate market success of sustainable goods 

and products. 

 

Sustainable entrepreneurship, as “‘entrepreneurship through an environmental lens” (Schaltegger, 2002, 

p.47), follows an entrepreneurial path that intends to bring about social and environmental change in 

society (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010). It remains however questionable whether sustainability start-

ups’ primary objectives are rooted in profit maximisation or in contributing towards environmental 

progress (Demirel et al., 2017). Whilst according to Dixon and Clifford (2007), there is a powerful 

relationship between entrepreneurialism and environmentalism, Choi and Gray (2008) contend that “most 

of sustainable entrepreneurs are an unusual breed” with limited business experience (Choi and Gray, 2008, 

p. 558). This raises, as Hall et al., (2010) put it, a thought-provoking “chicken and egg problem”: Do solely 

environmentalists become sustainable entrepreneurs or does an increasingly acknowledged business case 

attract others to the ‘green side’? Parrish (2010) on the other hand, argues that there is a vital difference 

between opportunity-driven and sustainability-driven entrepreneurs. Opportunity-driven entrepreneurs 

perceive sustainability as an opportunity, serving to achieve their main objective of profit maximisation 

whereas sustainability-driven entrepreneurs regard a profitable venture only as a means to achieve the end 

of contributing towards sustainability (Parrish, 2010). 

 

Whilst scholarship in this field gains increasing visibility, there is a large gap in the literature in engaging 

directly with sustainable entrepreneurs on such questions to explore their motivations and whether they 

even consider themselves as sustainable entrepreneurs or ‘ecopreneurs’ at all. As these topics only recently 

emerged in the literature, more work, especially qualitative research to investigate complexities and 

behaviour of such entrepreneurs, is necessary. 

 

 

1.2.The Panacea Hypothesis and contributions to sustainable transformations 

 

Awareness is increasing that fundamental transformation is needed in the way society consumes resources 

and generates energy if we are to make progress on pressing global sustainability challenges (Russo, 

2003). Therefore, a growing body of literature cites entrepreneurship as an important conduit for achieving 

a socially and ecologically sustainable economy (Wheeler et al., 2005; Brown, 2006; Dean and McMullen, 

2007). Interest in sustainable entrepreneurship as a research topic and phenomenon is substantially 

growing (Cohen and Winn, 2007). More and more practitioners become sceptical that established 

incumbents will have a central role in sustainable transitions and maintain that change will be instigated 

by low-carbon entrepreneurs (Hall et al., 2010). This led to the advance of the “Panacea Hypothesis”, the 
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idea that entrepreneurship may be the cure for most of our aging industrial economies’ environmental and 

social ills (Homer-Dixon, 2006; Brugmann and Prahalad, 2007; Hall et al., 2010). 

Recent sustainability pressures lead to numerous types of market failure, such as externalities and 

information asymmetries, which create opportunities for new ventures (Hall and Vredenburg, 2003). 

Therefore, most authors stress that without the liabilities of extant assets, new entrants are more flexible 

to follow such opportunities and thus create “market dynamics of environmental progress” (Utterback, 

1994; Schaltegger, 2002, p.46). It has been moreover suggested that because of governments’ 

organisational inertia, the inherently contradictory nature of incumbents producing both ecologically 

detrimental goods and environmentally-benign alternatives, innovations leading toward sustainable 

transitions are more probable to emerge from new entrants (York and Venkataraman, 2010). Most papers 

explicitly draw on Schumpeter’s (1934) concept of ‘creative destruction’, the belief of entrepreneurship 

as an innovative phenomenon capable of generating market disequilibria (Schumpeter, 1934; Eckhard and 

Shane, 2003). In the realm of sustainability issues however, entrepreneurs are not only expected to “reform 

or revolutionize the pattern of production by exploiting an invention or, more generally, an untried 

technological possibility” (Schumpeter, 1942, p.132) but also to replace existing productions and 

consumption patterns with environmentally-sound market structures (Schaltegger, 2002). Thus, while 

conventional entrepreneurs disrupt industries and bring about new industrial revolutions, sustainable 

entrepreneurial actors generate a sustainable industrial revolution by propagating their innovations. 

Sustainable energy transitions involve alterations to energy usage as well as the deployment of low-carbon 

technologies (Kuzemko et al., 2016). In such context, the process of creative destruction plays a 

particularly critical role. Should entrepreneurs effectively find sustainable, reliable, low-cost energy 

alternatives, our whole energy industry would become obsolete (York and Venkataraman, 2010). 

Therefore, and as Kuzemko and colleagues put it: “Profound shifts in the energy system toward 

sustainability imply new ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ and those that stand to gain or lose out will be at the heart 

of change debates” (Kuzemko et al., 2016, p.101). 

Whilst entrepreneurship has been acknowledged as a catalyst for such transformation, especially when an 

economy transitions from one technological epoch to another (Schumpeter, 1942), we have limited 

understanding of how and, more importantly, whether such process might unfold. There are still major 

gaps in understanding whether sustainability-oriented entrepreneurs have the potential of realising 

sustainable economies as well as their motivations, barriers and if they differ from conventional 

entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurship as a panacea for progressing towards sustainable futures is undoubtedly 

an enticing belief (Hall et al., 2010). Nonetheless, due to our limited knowledge in this field, it remains 

debatable whether the Panacea Hypothesis will prove true. 

2. Partnerships for sustainable energy transformations  

 

2.1.Niches in system transformations 

 

Changes from one sociotechnical system to another have been extensively studied in the past decades 
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(Geels, 2004; Malerba, 2002; Berkhout et al., 2004). Work by Geels and Schot (2007), specifically focuses 

on the role of niches in sociotechnical system transitions, which form “the micro-level where radical 

novelties emerge” (Geels and Schot, 2007, p.400). Niches act as incubation rooms for disruptive 

innovations (Kemp et al., 1998) and provide the locus where it is feasible to deviate from paths in the 

current regime. Garud and Karnøe (2001) label this as a ‘process of mindful deviation’. This concept is 

particularly relevant in the realm of energy and sustainability, in which the work of new entrants and 

niches are tailored to the deficiencies of extant regimes (Schot and Geels, 2007). Although radical and 

promising innovations might have a ‘mis-match’ (Freeman and Perez, 1988) with sociotechnical systems 

and only difficulty breakthrough, niche-actors remain “crucial for system innovations, because they 

provide the seeds for change” (Geels, 2004, p. 913). 

Geels and Schot (2007) however suggest that radical innovations are more likely to successfully emerge 

if pressure is put on the existing sociotechnical landscape which creates a ‘window of opportunity’ for 

disruptive novelties. Their multi-level perspective on transitions (figure 1) argues that transitions are 

engendered through interactions between processes of niche-innovations, sociotechnical regimes and the 

sociotechnical landscape: Niches develop their innovations and build up momentum whilst disruptive 

landscape-level changes put pressure on the sociotechnical regime, which, once the regime is destabilised, 

creates a window of opportunity for niches to breakthrough and compete or even replace the extant regime 

(Geels and Schot, 2007).  

Innovation developed by niches stand in line with Mokyr’s (1990) concept of ‘hopeful monstrosities’ for 

macro-inventions (radical innovations). They are ‘hopeful’ as they promise opportunities for the future 

but ‘monstrous’ because they are initially unstable configurations (Kemp et al., 1998), perform at first 

crudely and, most importantly, can only become viable once transformations in the social as well as 

institutional environment open a window of opportunity and create impulse for transitions. They are: 

“seeds sown by individual inventors in a social soil(...)The environment into which the seeds are 

sown is, of course, the main determinant of whether they will sprout” (Mokyr, 1990, p. 299). 
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Figure 2: Multi-level perspective on transitions (Geels and Schot, 2007) 

Geels and Schot (2007) acknowledge that climate change may become a disruptive landscape change in 

existing regimes as it already creates increasing tensions in the energy industry and public policy. It thus 

becomes growingly conceivable that smaller firms developing innovations in this sector might take 

advantage, breakthrough with their novelties and compete with the incumbent system. Because of such 

expectations, it becomes clearer why clean-energy ventures might accept current disadvantages while 

investing resources in developing their own ‘hopeful monstrosity’. However, only fully developed niche-

innovations will take advantage of such window of opportunity (Geels, 2005). Transitions in the energy 

sector are moreover highly complex, as established technological and institutional systems are strongly 

interweaved with current lifestyles, policies, business models and organisational structures (Fuenfschilling 

and Truffer, 2014). This state of ‘carbon lock-in’ poses stringent barriers to the adoption of low-carbon 

technologies and more energy efficient processes (Unruh, 2000; Foxon, 2007).  

 

In Geels and Schot’s (2007) multi-level perspective on transitions, the role and importance of partnerships 

does not seem to be fully accounted for. Nowadays, established firms and new ventures however 

increasingly implement interfirm collaborations to combine economic and environmental goals (Andersen 

and Lund, 2007; Wassmer et al., 2014). A diversity of collaborations with partners from the public, 

education, social or private sector has been further identified as a driver for innovation (Di Domenico and 

Haugh, 2007). To mobilise external resources and foster competitive advantages, partnerships and 

strategic alliances are particularly crucial in the realm of energy innovations which involve high capital 



 
 

 
 14 

 

 

costs (Alvarez and Busenitz, 2001; Nieto and Santamaria, 2007). Interestingly Triguero and colleagues 

(2013) found that innovators in the energy sector fostered more collaborations, especially with academic 

bodies and research organisations, than other innovators. The role of partnerships in early-stage clean-

energy ventures and system innovations remains however widely unexplored. Through analysing the 

importance and impact of such collaborations, greater insights could be gained into how niches in the 

energy industry can be more efficient in mobilising resources to become successful and contribute to 

system innovations. 

It is also worth noting that not all niche-innovations have competitive relationships with the existing 

regime and try to replace it, but also symbiotic relationships if they can be used as performance-

improving solutions and add-ons to existent systems (Geels and Schot, 2007). Should innovations enter 

mainstream markets and replace regime actors’ old technology, this might lead to the collapse of 

incumbents, similarly as during the transition from sailing- to steamships in Britain (Christensen, 1997; 

Geels, 2002). On the other hand, incumbents may also re-orient towards disruptive niche-innovations 

and do not unavoidably remain ‘trapped’ in the existing regime (Geels et al., 2016). Based on early work 

by Geels and Schot (2007), Geels et al. (2016) developed four different transition pathways towards 

system innovation, namely transformation, reconfiguration, technological substitution, and de-alignment 

and re-alignment which are depicted in the table below. These pathways are however not deterministic 

and there is no certitude that a novel regime will be established (ibid.). Thus, their application to 

empirical cases demands caution and reasoning. 

 

 

Table 1: Transition pathways to system innovation (Geels et al., 2016) 
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Nonetheless, niches predominantly fail in market introduction and sometimes do not even aim to grow 

beyond their small and exclusive space (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010). Solutions to our current 

environmental challenges will however not have any impact if innovations do not reach broader mass 

markets or remain in market-niches (Villiger et al., 2000). 

 

2.2.The interplay between new entrants and large incumbents 

 
Legitimating sustainable development within the realm of business and policy not only alters the rules of 

the game but also adds novel challenges to both established firms and new ventures (Hall et al., 2010). In 

both Schumpeter’s works (1934,1944) on creative destruction as well as Geels and Schot’s 

aforementioned research on sociotechnical transition pathways, the position of incumbents and new 

entrants is of particular significance. Schumpeter moreover stresses the entrepreneurs’ nature, in charge 

of the ventures’ activities, and argues that their radical innovations will undermine the existence of 

incumbent firms (Schumpeter, 1944). Solo (1951) however critiques his theories and contends that 

innovations are developed by both established and new companies as it represents a normal business 

activity. According to her, it is the question who the more ‘efficient innovator’ (Solo, 1951) is, which 

could be either. 

 

Within fossil fuel energy regimes, some established firms have tended, given the ample capital spent on 

existing infrastructure, to pitch their assets at preventing or manipulating change (Kuzemko et al., 2016). 

Therefore, incumbents, faced with growing competition from entrepreneurial firms, may respond by 

directly influencing industry rules to accommodate their interests (Oliver, 1991; Pacheco et al., 2010). 

According to Burgelman (1985), there are moreover fundamental tensions in coupling incumbents with 

radical novelties and that organisational efforts to surmount such challenges, will remain “a design for 

ambiguity” (Burgelman, 1985, p. 52). On the other side of the spectrum, Villiger and colleagues (2002) 

argue that rather than changing the rules of the game, incumbents increasingly develop their own form of 

sustainable entrepreneurship, which promises to reach out to a wider market audience and will thus achieve 

a more meaningful impact. Similarly, Demirel et al., (2017) contend that due to the co-existence and 

competition of small sustainability-oriented companies, “larger and more established 

counterparts(…)eventually ‘go green’” (Demirel et al., 2017, p.3). Incumbents’ eagerness to ‘go green’ 

through corporate greening programmes and implementation of eco-efficiency measures have been 

however received with scepticism (Petersen, 2003). According to Hart and Milstein (1999), such schemes 

merely aim to increase the legitimacy of current unsustainable practices and represent distractions from 

developing radical innovations required for sustainable development. Incumbents focussing only on 

superficial corporate greening will thus eventually succumb to the forces of new firms’ environmental 

creative destruction (Hart and Milstein, 1999). 

 

To date, a wide gap in the literature remains regarding the interplay between new entrants and large 

incumbents when they engage in sustainable entrepreneurship in the energy sector. According to Hockerts 
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and Wüstenhagen (2010), both new innovative players and incumbents, poetically called ‘Emerging 

Davids’ and ‘Greening Goliaths’ respectively, have a significant role to play in advancing the sustainable 

transformation of industries. The authors propose a co-evolutionary process (figure 2) in which ‘Goliaths’, 

attracted by the early-market success of ‘Davids’ follow up with sustainable initiatives of their own. They 

expect that the “co-evolution of ‘Emerging Davids’ and ‘Greening Goliaths’ is more likely to result in 

sustainability than either of the two alone.” (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010, p. 482). 

 

 
Figure 3: Co-evolution of sustainability start-ups and market incumbents towards the sustainability transformation 

of an industry (Hockerts and Wüstenhagen, 2010) 

 

Exploring the co-evolution and interplay between large incumbents and new ventures is further important 

for gaining insights into how policies might fill the finance gap which affects many early-stage ventures 

(Demirel and Parris, 2015). An emerging body of green finance literature sheds light on sustainable 

entrepreneurs’ financial constrain and difficulty to find investors who share their vision (Linnanen, 2002; 

Ning et al., 2015; Bergset, 2015; Migendt, 2017). Sustainability-oriented entrepreneurs frequently fail to 

access financial capital as they pursue higher political and technological risks (Demirel et al., 2017). 

Moreover, the public and non-excludable nature of environmental goods puts environmental 

entrepreneurship at a competitive disadvantage (Dean and McMullen, 2007). Pacheco et al. (2010) 

therefore depict sustainable entrepreneurs as trapped within a ‘green prison’: Due to the non-excludable 

nature of environmental goods, the difficulty of capturing value from sustainable innovation and the lack 

of economic rents from sustainable behaviour, sustainability-oriented entrepreneurs will always bear 

additional costs (Anderson, 2009; Pacheco et al., 2010). 

 

To escape this green prison, the authors urge to alter industry norms as well as legislations and suggest 

that sustainability-oriented entrepreneurs may overcome financial challenges whilst enhancing their 



 
 

 
 17 

 

 

credibility by establishing partnerships with powerful market actors (Pacheco et al., 2010). The latter 

would be in the position to facilitate access to a diverse set of resources and help new ventures to mobilise 

financial and physical capital, which is one of the most complex challenges for new entrants (Brush et al. 

2001; Meyskens and Carsrud, 2011). This could help clean-energy ventures to develop a mere idea into a 

successful innovation while their larger partners might not only benefit from a more innovative image but 

also take equity from the ventures. However, in the context of green-tech, Meyskens and Carsrud (2011) 

contend that not all collaborations have positive contributions and more research is needed to investigate 

negative consequences of partnerships from different sectors. The existing body of literature has moreover 

neither explored sustainable entrepreneurs’ willingness of developing partnerships with large market 

incumbents in the energy sector nor identified their attitude and perceptions towards collaborations in 

general. 

 

III. Setting of the research 

 

The following section will provide contextual information about the two cases featured in this study: 

Germany and the UK. After presenting facts about each nation’s energy mix, Germany’s and the UK’s 

key policies on energy as well as energy governance will be summarised. Sections about energy policy 

will focus on national energy regulations whilst the passages on energy governance explore the process of 

governing over energy systems in each country. 

1. Germany 

 

1.1.Germany’s energy mix 

 

Germany is perceived as a forerunner in the development of RE technologies, which continuously expand 

their share in the country’s energy mix. Wind turbines were already installed in the 1980s by 

environmentally-engaged communities and small utilities (Neukirch, 2010). Thanks to continuous 

governmental support and lobbying, RE evolved from a niche to an incorporated sector in the energy 

regime (Sühlsen and Hisschemöller, 2014).  

The share of renewables in Germany’s electricity generation doubled in the last seven years, from 16,5% 

in 2010 to 33,1% in 2017 (AGEB, 2017). Nonetheless, Germany is still relying on fossil fuels; coal and 

natural gas remaining primary modes of generation. The preeminent position of coal in the nation’s 

generation portfolio can be ascribed to Germany’s considerable reserves of hard coal and lignite (Schrader, 

2016). 

 

Following the nuclear disaster at the Japanese Fukushima plant and increasing pressure from the public, 

Germany decided to phase out all nuclear plants by 2022 (Bruninx et al., 2013). Thus, the importance of 

nuclear power is declining annually. 
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1.2.Germany’s energy policy 

 

The German Federal Government entered in force a variety of energy policies and committed itself to 

ambitious goals to pave the way for a sustainable energy transition (Bohl et al., 2013). The nation’s climate 

protection target stands in line with the EU target to cut CO2 emission by 80-95% by 2050 compared to 

1990 baseline levels (BMUB, 2018). The German ‘Energy Concept’ stipulates a target of 60% of total 

energy consumption and 80% of electricity consumption to be met by renewable sources by 2050 

(Bundesregierung, 2018). Germany’s position on emissions is thus slightly more ambitious than the UK’s. 

The shift away from nuclear power and towards RE is reflected at a national level via Germany’s 

‘Energiewende’ (energy transition) (Julian, 2014). This vision and strategy is a crucial issue in the political 

as well as public discourse and is furthermore supported by all political parties (Sühlsen and 

Hisschemöller, 2014). The degree of general agreement is, according to Julian (2014) “almost unheard of 

in the UK” (Julian, 2014, p.7). The adoption of the German Power Feed-in Law (Stromspeisegesetz) in 

1991, which was later upgraded by the Social-Democratic and Green Party coalition government to the 

Renewable Energy Act in 2000 (Erneuerbare-Energien Gesetz/EEG), accelerated the drive to break away 

from non-renewable sources (Kuzemko et al., 2017). The feed-in tariff mechanism is a core part of the 

EEG and has been adopted by over two thirds of EU member states, including the UK (Sühlsen and 

Hisschemöller, 2014). 

Although the feed-in tariff system and the EEG have shown impressive results, it has been described as 

volatile due to its recent cuts and tariff degressions (Avril et al., 2012). The Act’s effectiveness is also 

questioned by some sceptics; challenges are especially related to its compatibility with the EU Emissions 
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Figure 4: Electricity Generation Germany 2016, adapted from BMWI, 2018 
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Trading System (EU-ETS) and the future design of electricity markets (Lehman and Gavel, 2013). Critics 

also argue that the massive expansion of renewable sources came too abrupt and that increasing prices 

might weaken the nation’s economy (Fischer et al., 2016). Recent policy-changes, including the phase-

out of bioenergy subsidies and the introduction of auction systems for RE systems, also disadvantage 

many new entrants whilst favouring larger incumbents skilled in handling auctions (Geels et al., 2016). 

 

1.3.Energy governance in Germany 

 

Germany neither nationalised nor centralised its energy system after the second world war, as the political 

regime at that time tended towards privatisation and decentralisation (Burger and Weinmann, 2014). The 

government’s approach led to a duality of energy providers: On the one hand private-owned energy 

providers entered the market but on the other hand, local authorities maintained their involvement in 

energy supply. These were and still are responsible of running “Stadtwerke” (multi-utility city works), 

which provide technical and utility services at local scale (Julian, 2014). Even to date, there are over 1400 

Stadtwerke responsible for energy and water supply as well as for waste and sewage management (VKU, 

2018).The way that the German Federal system transfers political authority away from the centre to its 

regions, or “Länder”, led to more capacity at local levels to enable the decentralised energy revolution. 

Several authors thus contend that thanks to such political institutions, a more harmonious and goal-

oriented relationship between policymakers and energy actors is achievable (Kuzemko et al., 2016).  

In contrast to the UK, Germany’s current political economy is not market-liberal but rather influenced by 

ordoliberalism and social-democracy. Consequently, the nation’s government has a more active role in 

deciding upon socio-economic outcomes, including stipulating and meeting ambitious sustainability and 

energy goals (Kuzemko et al., 2017). Germany’s coordinated market economy has a collaborative culture 

for stakeholder engagement which frequently led the government to adjust to civil society pressure (Hall 

and Soskice, 2001).  However, there has still been firm opposition to sustainable energy transitions and 

RE policies, especially from representatives of the coal industry as well as from the “Big 4” energy 

suppliers. Nonetheless, these companies (E.ON, EnBW, Vattenfall and RWE) hold a much smaller market 

share than UK’s Big 6 national suppliers (Julian, 2014). The Socialist-Green government (1998-2005) was 

a significant shock for these incumbents due to novel policies on nuclear phase-out and renewables 

support. Utility share prices dropped by 60-70% between 2008 and 2013 following the financial crisis and 

RE expansion, which led incumbents question their business models (Geels et al., 2016). There appears to 

be, moreover, a “broad consensus in Germany that there is no “reset button” for restoring the former tried-

and-tested fossil-based energy system” (Fischer et al., 2016, p.1598). 
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2. United Kingdom 

 

2.1.UK’s energy mix 

 

UK’s energy mix is largely dominated by natural gas. Nuclear energy plays also an important role as 

currently 15 reactors generate about 21% of UK’s electricity (WNA, 2017). Although these are expected 

to shut down in the next two decades, there are, contrary to Germany, no plans for nuclear phase-out. To 

replace old reactors, eight locations, such as Hinkley Point in Somerset, have been chosen for new nuclear 

power plants, some of which are expected to be operational by the mid 2020’s (Energy-UK, 2018).  

In the third quarter of 2017, electricity generated from nuclear and renewable sources accounted for 54.4% 

of total electricity generation. The figure rose by 4,2% from the same period a year earlier and is a record-

high (BEIS, 2017a). The share of renewables in electricity generation as well as renewable electricity 

capacity are also continuously increasing (BEIS, 2017b). However, whilst the offshore-wind sector alone 

attracted investments over £9.5 billion between 2010-2014 in the UK, reports forecasted significant drops 

in RE investments (Green Alliance, 2015). These predictions are based on policy-changes, such as the 

exclusion of new onshore-wind farms from subsidy schemes, a year earlier than planned (DECC,2015). 

The latest figures reveal that in 2017, UK clean-energy investments already fell by 56% (BNEF, 2018). 

 

Figure 5: Electricity Generation UK 2016, adapted from BEIS, 2017 

 

2.2.UK’s energy policy 

 

The Climate Change Act 2008 underpins UK’s approach to tackle climate change. This radical policy-

change set a legally-binding goal to reduce GHG emissions by 80% until 2050 compared to 1990 baseline 

levels and established the framework to meet climate goals (Climate Change Act 2008). Moreover, it 

established the Committee on Climate Change (CCC), which independently advises the government on 

emission targets (CCC, 2018a).  
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The crucial instrument to this policy are the carbon budgets (Townsend, 2009). Five of those five-year 

carbon budgets limit the amounts of GHG legally emitted by the UK in a five-year period until 2032 (CCC, 

2018b). Currently, the UK is in the third carbon budget period (2018 to 2022), scholars however have 

noted the difficulty in setting targets beyond 2020 (Lockwood, 2013) and the UK is at present not on track 

to meet its fourth budget (CCC, 2018b). 

As part of UK’s ambition to cut carbon emissions, fiscal instruments such as the carbon price floor (HM 

Revenue & Customs, 2014) and the Climate Change Levy (Seely, 2009) have been implemented. 

However, whilst the initial carbon price floor was set at £40 per tonne, it has been reduced to £18 due to 

substantially low EU-ETS carbon prices (HM Revenue & Customs, 2014). The Climate Change Levy 

Exemption for renewably-sourced electricity has been also lifted in 2015 (Ofgem, 2018). Such changes 

put under suspicion the effectiveness of fiscal instruments as a form of carbon pricing. These instruments 

are also less stable and more convoluted than in Germany, which favour incumbents with larger balance-

sheets (Geels et al., 2016). To meet decarbonisation goals, scholars have argued that a unique, consistent 

and prevalent carbon price is needed (Advani et al., 2013) 

The Renewable Energy Obligation Certificates mechanism, which places commitment on suppliers to 

source a growing proportion of their electricity from renewables (Diaz-Rainey and Ashton, 2008), has 

been closed to all new generating capacity in March 2017 (Ofgem, 2018c). It has been replaced by the 

Contracts for Difference scheme as the new major support mechanism for low-carbon generation. The 

introduction of various RE policy represents a move from a ‘laissez-faire’ approach to greater degrees of 

interventionism (Lockwood, 2013). Nonetheless, most policies centre on stimulating large utilities to 

deploy RE technologies rather than empowering new ventures (Geels et al., 2016). 

 

2.3.Energy Governance in the UK 

 

Contrarily to Germany, post-1945 UK nationalised many services such as electricity generation and 

transmission, which came under the central government’s ownership (Byrne, 2000). This changed in the 

1980’s when the Conservative party came to power, which introduced liberalisation and privatisation of 

the energy sector with the 1983 Energy Act to open up greater competition (Julian, 2014). Consequently, 

control over nationalised suppliers shifted gradually from the public to the private sector (Hall et al., 2016). 

 

Today, the dominant logic within UK’s energy regime is a market logic within a centralised system of 

power production (Wójcik and MacDonald-Korth, 2015). As Foxon (2013) put it, Britain’s energy sector 

is widely “dominated by large players, with centralised technologies, large-scale transmission and 

distribution networks for electricity and natural gas, and supporting institutional frameworks”(Foxon, 

2013, p.14). The “Big 6” (British Gas, Scottish Power, SSE, npower, E.ON, EDF) occupy over 80% of 

electricity supply market shares (Ofgem, 2018a), all distribution networks are controlled by six private 

businesses and UK’s transmission grid is operated by private company National Grid plc (Ofgem, 2018b). 
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Scholars increasingly question the neo-liberal ideology and the predominant market logic that energy 

policy goals are best reached by freely interacting market actors (Pearson and Watson, 2012). This is due 

to cultural and institutional changes, growing civil society and the development of innovative technologies 

within niches (Foxon, 2013).  UK’s commitments to improve energy efficiency and support 

decarbonisation put increasing pressure on current energy governance patterns, which are thus, together 

with associated market logics, going through major transformations (Mitchell, 2008). Especially closed 

policy networks and top-down energy policy-making generate public controversies due to the lack of 

citizen-consultation (Geels et al., 2016). 

 

IV. Methods 

1. Research design 

As the primary purpose of the research is to analyse entrepreneurial perceptions in the energy sector in 

both Germany and the UK, a qualitative case study approach has been selected. Case studies investigate a 

phenomenon “within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, p.18). The case study research strategy is particularly relevant 

to the study as it centres on understanding existing dynamics within settings and can involve either single 

or multiple cases (Yin, 1984). This method has been moreover qualified as most suitable in the early stages 

of research on a topic (Eisenhardt, 1989), which is the case for sustainable entrepreneurship in the energy 

sector.  

With regards to implementing the research design, the cases (UK and Germany) have been chosen based 

on the theoretical insights they could generate (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Both nations are advanced 

economies, make significant contributions to global CO2 emissions (UNFCCC, 2018) but stipulated 

ambitious reduction targets, as outlined in the previous section. UK’s and Germany’s willingness to 

become leading actors in sustainability and the fact that both countries considerably differ in terms of 

energy governance and policy justifies their status as interesting cases to investigate.  A fundamental 

aspect of the case study approach is the existence of a ‘replication logic’ in which findings from one case 

may or may not exist in other settings. Combining conflicting and consonant data across different cases 

provide the opportunity to gain novel insights and extend theory (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

Qualitative interviews with entrepreneurial actors from both countries has been selected as the study’s 

primary research instrument. The use of the interview technique was chosen with the interest of engaging 

into knowledge-generating dialogues while fostering deeper explorations of human attitudes and 

behaviour than questionnaire-surveys (Richardson et al. 1965; Smith 1975; Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2006).  

Through qualitative interviews, participants’ experiences as well as the context and motivations of their 

actions can be captured in their own words (Yilmaz, 2013; Seitz, 2016). Thus, a semi-structured interview 

protocol for in-depth interviews (Appendix A) has been designed (Watts and Halliwell, 1996; Hennink et 

al., 2011). 
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2. Data collection 

This research was conducted in accordance with the University of Leeds’s Good Research Practice and 

Research Ethics. A Research Ethics Checklist was completed and approved before data collection started 

(Appendix B).  To limit pollution caused by means of transport, which stands in line with the study’s topic,  

data has been collected via Skype or phone interviews. Thanks to the health and safety benefits of these 

channels (Deakin and Wakefield, 2014), no risk assessment was necessary for this research. 

In both Germany and the UK, start-up businesses active in the fields of RE, energy efficiency and demand 

reduction have been contacted. Firstly, participants were sent an introductory E-mail which explained the 

study’s purpose and the value of their participation (Appendix B). Additionally, respondents were ensured 

that all attempts will be made to guarantee anonymity of respondents and their venture (Cowles, 1988). 

The participants agreed to this by giving recorded oral consent. 

 

An adequate research partnership of empathy and rapport is crucial for successful qualitative interviews, 

in which respondents share valuable experiences and perceptions (Weiss, 1994). To establish good 

research relationships with respondents, questions have been thus created to engage in an empathic tone 

(Secor, 2010). Especially the interview’s opening question asked participants to describe their venture, 

key activities and aspirations, making them built trust with the interviewer and feel comfortable (Jacob 

and Fugerson, 2012). The interview protocol comprised four parts: Firstly, respondents were asked about 

perceptions of “ecopreneurship” and entrepreneurship in general. The second section explored their 

targeted customers, customer-relations and channels of communication. In the third part, benefits and 

challenges of partnerships and collaborations have been investigated. Finally, participants were asked 

questions about their revenue streams as well as about their opinion on governmental support. 

 

Ten interviews with five respondents from the UK and five from Germany were conducted from Mid-

November until beginning of January. Each interview lasted around 40 minutes. The table below provides 

an overview of the interviewed ventures in both countries. 
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Table 2: Interviewed ventures in the UK and Germany 

 

By engaging with the entrepreneurs in an open and inviting manner, data collection became for both the 

researcher and the participants a pleasant process. Increasing confidence, trust and passion became 

growingly apparent throughout of the interviews. 

Beside its academic purpose, researching on and engaging with entrepreneurs in the energy sector, was 

moreover a very motivational and intellectually stimulating experience for the researcher. 

3. Data analysis 

Following data collection, interviews have been transcribed in order to analyse the data systematically 

(Appendix C). According to Eisenhardt (1989), data analysis is “the heart of building theory from case 

studies, but it is both the most difficult and the least codified part of the process” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p.539). 

The researcher followed her advice to develop familiarisation with each case as a stand-alone entity to 

enhance cross-case evaluation (ibid.) Qualitative data collected during the interviews has been thus 

categorised through a combination of free, axial and micro coding. Codes represent “labels that assign 

UK 

respondents 

and 

pseudonym 

given 

Start-up details Individual 

Interviewed  

German 

respondents 

and 

pseudonym 

given 

Start-up details Individual 

Interviewed 

UK1 Active in solar 

technology, 

established less 

than a year ago 

CEO GER1 Active in 

renewable asset 

management, 

established 6 

years ago 

Project and HR 

Manager 

UK2 Active in 

renewable heat 

technology, 

established 5 

years ago 

CEO GER2 Active in energy 

efficiency, 

established 1-2 

years ago 

CEO 

UK3 Active in solar 

technology and 

off-grid/grid-edge 

solutions, 

established 3-5 

years ago 

CEO GER3 Active in mini 

grid solutions, 

established 5 

years ago 

CEO 

UK4 Active in 

renewable energy 

supply and 

demand 

reduction, 

established 3 

years ago 

CEO GER4 Active in 

renewable 

energy 

investment and 

project 

management, 

established 3 

years ago  

CEO 

UK5 Active in demand 

reduction, 

established 5 

years ago 

CEO GER5 Active in solar 

energy 

crowdinvesting, 

established 5 

years ago 

Project and 

Communications 

Manager 
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symbolic meaning to the descriptive inferential information compiled during the study"(Miles et al. 2014, 

p.71). The method of coding is particularly useful for finding key themes and patterns across the 

interview’s transcripts (Weiss, 1994). To effectively manage and visualise the data, the researcher worked 

with the NVivo 11 software, which has potential to improve the accuracy of qualitative research (Bazeley 

and Jackson, 2013; Bazeley and Kristi, 2013). 

In the first process of coding, case-focused analysis has been carried out to investigate perceptions of each 

respondent rather than on identifying general themes (Weiss, 1994). This led to very descriptive codes 

(Saldaña, 2013) as well as to a second cycle of coding in which patterns emerged whilst the initial detailed 

codes blended into wider categories (Miles et al., 2014). The resulting broader patterns and themes allowed 

for a better analysis and comparison between the two national cases. 

4. Limitations 

Before drawing conclusions on the study’s findings, some methodological limitations need to be 

considered. Firstly, when choosing qualitative research methods and due to the subjective nature of 

qualitative data analysis, the researcher’s personal views and bias may risk the study’s rigour and 

legitimacy (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). Data must be thus analysed regardless of the researcher’s past 

experiences and personal opinions. However, classifying data during processes of data analysis inherently 

involves a certain degree of generalisation and subjectivity (Mason, 2002). 

One could also argue that the sample size is not large enough and that more interviews could have been 

featured in the study (Stansfield, 1995). There is however no consensus on the adequate number of 

participants within qualitative research as it widely depends on the study’s topic (Becker and Bryman, 

2012). However, considering the depth of this research, ten participants from ten different clean-energy 

ventures can be considered as a fairly adequate sample size. This can be also justified by the fact that 

theoretical saturation, the point at which data collection does not lead to novel information related to the 

research questions (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), has been reached. 

Another limitation is the use of Skype and phone-calls for qualitative interviewing. Because of technical 

issues in sound and video transmission, King and Horrocks (2010) advise that “qualitative researchers 

should be cautious about the use of remote video for interviews” (King and Horrocks, 2010, p.84). 

However, VoIP (Voice Over Internet Protocol) technologies greatly progressed since 2010 and are 

embraced with increasing confidence by researchers (Deakin and Wakefield, 2014; Seitz, 2016). Obvious 

benefits include not only more possibilities for the researcher in terms of geographic access to respondents 

but also, for both the interviewer and interviewee, to “remain in a ‘safe location’ without imposing on 

each other’s personal space” (Hanna, 2012, p. 241). This can have positive effects on the participants’ 

attitude to feel less pressured as during face-to-face interviews (ibid.). Nonetheless, qualitative interviews 

over the internet make it complex to read body-language or nonverbal cues that can be felt when being in 

person (Iacono et al., 2016). Two interviews of the study have been moreover conducted over the phone. 

Therefore, there was no visual interaction between the researcher and the respondent, which makes it more 
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difficult to create a comfortable environment favourable to a free-flowing conversation (Sturges and 

Hanrahan, 2004). 

V. Results 

 

1. “Everything but also nothing at the same time”: Perceptions of ecopreneurship 

Interviewees from both Germany and the UK had very similar understandings of an entrepreneur’s 

characteristics and used resembling traits to define entrepreneurship. Most respondents perceived 

entrepreneurs as risk-takers, problem-solvers and leaders. Confidence, customer-focus, the ability to get 

out of one’s comfort zone as well as the willingness to instigate change have been also highlighted in both 

countries: 

 

“There is something about starting something new…making a difference…being comfortable 

with risk and understanding markets and understanding customers. Yes, entrepreneurship is about 

making a positive change(…)there is a lot about leadership, leading a team and yes, leading 

change”(UK4) 

“An entrepreneur is someone who is very confident, also creative, a leader and able to face 

unforeseen challenges and risks”(GER5) 

“An entrepreneur is a combination of being innovative, solution-oriented and customer-

focused(…)I would define entrepreneurship as having the willingness for changing and 

creating.”(GER4) 

“It’s not that they are simply risk takers and doing something blindly and foolishly but they are 

willing to do something that many others would consider to be out of their comfort zone.”(UK2) 

 

Regarding perceptions of “ecopreneuership”, entrepreneurial views from Germany and the UK converged 

as well. Some respondents were not familiar with the term and many interviewees mentioned or critiqued 

the trendy nature of the concept. 

 

“I am not an expert in such matters but ecopreneurship…that rather sounds for me like a 

buzzword”(UK3) 

“I’m not too convinced of this principle of ecopreneurship. I think it sounds fancy but I’m not 

really sure that this is different from entrepreneurship. It can be everything but also nothing at the 

same time.”(GER4) 

“This(…)eco thing is just really trendy.”(GER1) 
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“You realise how people like to put a label and buzzword on something, especially in clean-

tech.(…)To me, that’s another example to put a label on something from the outside with a bit of 

marketing. I can certainly see that it’s something coming from the Silicon Valley mindset where 

marketing activities are necessary to build hype and hype is not necessary something I would see 

associated with an entrepreneur.”(UK2) 

 

According to most participants, there is or there should be no distinctions between conventional 

entrepreneurs and “ecopreneurs” in the energy sector. The importance of a business model which is both 

financially and environmentally sustainable has been underscored frequently. 

 

“I met people who are very involved in renewable energy and they say they don’t see themselves 

as ecopreneurs… Even though they really make a huge impact as they invested billions in 

renewable energy(…)but at the end of the day they are financial entrepreneurs who want to make 

money(…)there is no difference between an eco-start-up and a normal business because in both 

cases you need a sustainable business model.”(GER4) 

“Not just ecopreneurs but any sensible entrepreneur should take into account sustainability and 

ecological, social concerns and benefiting future generations. Many changes are taking place 

nowadays(…)a viable and also financially sustainable, not just environmentally sustainable, 

business model should include(…) social and environmental impacts”(UK4) 

“Every entrepreneur should also be an ecopreneur and vice versa”(UK1) 

“In the energy world(…)you must be a fool if as an entrepreneur you will not take into account 

the environment in your business model”(UK5) 

“There are a lot people who are not only aware of environmental problems and climate change 

but also see it as a business opportunity(…)but willingness is usually not enough, you need to 

establish a solution that is working in terms of economics and business success and that’s 

applicable to any form of business or start-up not only in the clean-tech or sustainability field.” 

(GER2) 

 

2. “Knowledge, network and capital”: A successful clean-energy venture 

 

Interviews with entrepreneurs from Germany and the UK revealed key aspects of how respondents define 

and perceive a prosperous clean-energy start-up. Similar themes re-emerged during all interviews. 

Especially when asked about key resources of their businesses, human resources and knowledge have been 

unequivocally cited as crucial for a venture’s success. 
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“Our key resources are people and we have knowledge(…)That’s valid for any business, you need 

knowledge, network and you need capital, that’s really the three key resources”(GER1) 

“The first thing is of course human resources. I want to create a great space for people to work for my 

venture(…)the idea and philosophy of having a sustainable business internally and externally is very 

important to me”(UK4) 

“Our key resources are our experience in energy technology and energy systems…Also of course, our 

engineering team, our experts in physics and machine-learning.”(UK5) 

“It’s basically the knowledge and methods(…)we can do it better by developing individual solutions 

and services and we can also scale it up.”(GER2) 

 

Finding customers and fostering close customer relationships is also the focus of most respondents. 

According to several entrepreneurs, customers are truly the condition for success. 

 

“The key challenge for me is to get customers, once you have customers, the money will 

come(…)My first priority, even though money counts, it’s rather to get customers.” (GER4) 

“A successful start-up is only really successful when you have already a number of customers, 

financially stable and reliable costumers.”(UK1) 

“You need to know your customers. I have spent roughly eight months in Africa just to study 

people’s energy needs and the local markets(...)We try to stay as close to our customers as 

possible”(GER3) 

“Only now we are successful because now we have a lot of clients and it’s going well.” (GER1) 

 

Partnerships were characterised by, again, all respondents in both Germany and the UK as key to a 

successful venture. Many entrepreneurs claimed that partnerships are at the heart of their business because 

of the energy sector’s complexity and their limited resources as a start-up. Most of their key partners are 

like-minded small business and academic bodies. 

 

“Collaborations are important everywhere but in a new industry, more people are keen to 

collaborate because it’s just a really big chaos. Everyone is a bit unsure and there are lots of 

possibilities and you try partnerships just to build something together and to build the knowledge 

because there is not too much knowledge in the market or actually industry.”(GER1) 
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“Partnerships are very important but hard to put in place in such a highly competitive 

environment!(…)Working with partners is key to our business as the main aim and our drive is 

that everyone benefits from us(…)Fostering mutually beneficial relationships in the energy world 

is extremely important.” (UK4) 

“Partnerships are pretty much at the core of our start-up. There can in our case never be too many 

partnerships. Participating in start-up accelerator programmes is always great because you(…)find 

a lot of very useful contacts for collaborations” (GER5) 

“As a start-up you have limited resources, building successful partnerships can compensate for 

that”. (UK5) 

“With partners you can easily create a win-win situation.” (GER2) 

“Partnerships are incredibly important(…)to become successful, we always need to rely on the 

help of partners and investors(…)It’s what I like to call “an ecosystem of partners” “(GER3) 

 

Whilst identified as a key resource for developing a start-up, entrepreneurs encountered the most 

challenges with obtaining capital. Most respondents from both countries had moreover no prior experience 

in receiving governmental support yet and some reported negative experiences. Several entrepreneurs also 

highlighted that relying solely on governmental support is in the energy industry not a viable option. 

 

“Obtaining capital is always hard.”(UK4) 

“Capital is always the problem (laughs) That’s basically a common joke within the start-up 

community. When you’re asking how’s it going? 99% of the time you’ll hear: Well we need money. 

That’s kind of normal and it’s a pain in the ass. I have the impression that in clean-tech and 

energy(…)the evaluation of companies is lower than in other sectors. The number of investors is also 

more limited than in other sectors, so there is actually not that much money.”(GER2) 

“My experience with government has been horrible. A lot of start-ups made it without any 

governmental support and I don’t have any governmental support.”(GER4) 

“The government needs to provide and enable the environment and framework for ventures like ours 

to flourish(…)It is dangerous to rely on government support only, especially in the energy sector 

where things change so rapidly and where there is always policy-uncertainty. You can have as much 

government support as you want but in the end, it is up to you to know the market, the sector, find 

your customers and create your business-plan.”(UK4) 

“There are so many businesses and also solar and renewable energy businesses which succeeded 

without government help. If you just build a business just based on subsidies, I don’t think that’s very 

viable.”(GER1) 
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“For us, the government is very important, but they are important for us because they are a barrier to 

entry. The UK has a policy of reducing carbon emission part of their climate agenda and that policy 

is very clear and it’s a policy that we are very comfortable with and are supportive with(…)The 

problem with that and as it is being implemented today, is that(…) incentives are available only for 

certain technologies which have been recognised(…)What we have got is an uneven playing field 

where less efficient technology receives financial incentives which makes them artificially attractive 

in the market place compared to our technology(…)We are effectively hurt by the implementation of 

government policy, not by the policy itself but by its implementation.”(UK2) 

“I also get the feeling that governments and the world of businesses and start-ups…That’s two 

different worlds and governments can sometimes not offer the right environment for us as they simply 

don’t really understand what we actually need to conduct a successful business.”(UK3) 

 

3. “Speed boats and oil tankers”: Partnerships with large incumbents 

When asked about partnerships with larger firms, start-up businesses from UK and Germany identified 

similar benefits. Especially entrepreneurs from Germany acknowledged advantages in incumbents’ 

financial stability and wide reach. Many entrepreneurs however tailored their answer more around the 

benefits of having incumbents as customers rather than partners. 

 

“The good thing is that they [incumbents] have the brand and they have a solid background, knowledge 

and resources”(GER1) 

“From our experience, we didn’t have any challenges with larger firms(…)they have a lot of expertise 

and everyone knows the company”(GER5) 

“They have a lot of experience, I would say that they are a big stable financial customer for us and as 

they are so big, they basically can make a huge impact and also have a wide reach” (GER4) 

“The support we received from big firms(…)was extremely helpful.”(UK3) 

“We had some larger customers(…)we never really encountered any big issues. It was rather beneficial 

for us because of course that makes a good publicity for us, we become more trusted as a start-up and 

find more customers after that. In terms of partnership, I can’t really say anything but I could imagine 

that they are much slower than us and than our existing partners which are smaller firms.”(UK5) 

 

There was also consistency between German and British entrepreneurs’ answers regarding challenges of 

partnerships with large companies. All respondents associated bureaucracy, hierarchy and slow processes 

with big firms. 
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“The next thing is that they are really slow, so for example, we as a start-up take a decision but if 

we see that it doesn’t work we just change it the day after. But whenever we work with a big 

partner, we see that the timeline is much different even in terms of just scheduling a meeting(…)it 

just takes from our side much more effort”(GER1) 

“Large businesses are much slower than start-ups, in accelerator programmes that’s very 

apparent”(GER5) 

“Large utility firms which are looking to cooperate with start-ups often lack in knowledge and 

experience and it just needs so much time”(GER2) 

“I wouldn’t say really that there are challenges(…)no, not really. Well ok(…)they are sometimes 

I bit hierarchical and slow in decision-making but probably I think that’s common for any big 

company”(GER4) 

“Because these companies are inherently very large, they are very slow and there is the common 

expression of speed boats and oil tankers. They are very large and very slow organisations to adapt 

to change. They’re not comfortable or familiar in adopting something more disruptive if you will 

but such corporations are looking to keep an eye after new emerging technology. However, it 

would only take it on board, once it stabilises in the marketplace”(UK2) 

 

Risks to engage with incumbents have been also highlighted by many entrepreneurs. Respondents from 

German ventures emphasised the need to have a wider array of customers and not fully depend on one 

large company. Entrepreneurs from the UK rather expressed their concerns of losing their business to a 

larger firm and some respondents didn’t see any benefits in engaging with incumbents due to these risks. 

 

“There are a lot of companies which are dependent on just one big corporation. Even though the 

relationship is a so-called partnership, but your revenue depends 90% on this one big organisation 

and you will have to design your whole business around them(…)in the end, this will kill your 

business. You need to make sure you’ll have more and diverse clients and partners in the market 

and not just rely on one big firm”(GER1) 

 “You can’t really have a viable business if you depend so much on someone whether it’s a partner 

or investor”(UK1) 

“You have to make sure that your visions are somewhat aligned and establish from the beginning 

the scope of the partnership. As a start-up, it’s quite hard, you don’t want to get swallowed up by 

someone bigger”(GER3) 

“In my case I don’t really see any benefits with partnering with big companies as these are my 

competitors”(UK4) 
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“You never really have the final say and the danger of the start-up getting swallowed up by a 

larger energy company is as a matter of fact real”(UK1) 

 

VI. Discussion 

 

Results of the qualitative analysis of the conducted interviews provide interesting insights for the study’s 

research questions. However, to fully evaluate clean-energy start-ups’ role and the importance of 

partnerships for a low-carbon future, an analysis from a more holistic perspective is needed. The following 

section will thus further discuss the research outcomes against the study’s research questions whilst 

highlighting how outcomes contribute to the emerging body of literature on sustainable entrepreneurship. 

Recommendations following the comparison between the UK and Germany, limitations as well as future 

avenues for research will be further presented. 

 

1. Differences between sustainable clean-energy entrepreneurs and conventional 

entrepreneurs 

Human-induced climate change and environmental degradation led to a surge in entrepreneurial activity, 

especially in the realm of RE and energy efficiency (Pernick and Wilder, 2007). Early sustainable 

entrepreneurship scholars have focused on providing definitions, frameworks for classification and 

exploring differences between so-called ‘ecopreneurs’ and conventional entrepreneurs (Schaltegger, 

2002). 

Even though all the study’s participants theoretically fall under Schaltegger’s (2002) definition of an 

‘ecopreneur’, respondents largely rejected the term of ecopreneurship. Through the respondents’ lens, 

sustainability often appeared as a strategic orientation. Interviewees particularly highlighted that due to 

existing pressures and changes in the energy sector, ignoring environmental aspects is not a viable option 

in the current day and age as an entrepreneur in the energy industry. Whilst interviewed entrepreneurs 

clearly demonstrated their motivation to change patterns of energy consumption and contribute to low-

carbon transformations, respondents emphasised, as an entrepreneur from Germany put it, that 

“willingness is usually not enough, you need to establish a solution that is working in terms of economics 

and business success”. Does this imply that clean-energy entrepreneurs are simply traditional 

entrepreneurs who adapted to shifting environmental and energy demands? 

Drawing on the results of this study, it becomes clear that alternative approaches to study a sustainable 

entrepreneur’s characteristics are needed. While the present literature provides a descriptive analysis of 

the phenomenon of sustainable entrepreneurship, current theories trying to justify its emergence fail to 

capture its complex nature (Muñoz and Dimov, 2015). The discrepancy between how clean-energy 

entrepreneurs perceive themselves and how certain scholars characterise as well as define sustainability-

oriented ‘ecopreneurs’ moreover highlights existing gaps between theory and practice. Even though this 
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finding cannot be generalised due to the study’s limited number of participants, this still calls for a shift 

in perspective and for theoretical counterpoints to static understandings of what a sustainability-oriented 

entrepreneur is or ought to be. 

In the realm of the clean-energy sector, the study’s results raise several questions: Is it, for instance, even 

sensible to differentiate between sustainable and conventional entrepreneurs, especially in countries such 

as Germany and the UK, where targets have been stipulated to achieve a low-carbon economy? Shouldn’t, 

ideally, at the dawn of a low-carbon era, all entrepreneurs in the energy sector become ‘ecopreneurs’? And 

more generally, do we need such label at all to distinguish them? Could it be that we have been relying 

too ardently or even blindly on the sustainability-drive of some entrepreneurs? Might there be an 

inconvenient truth that our expectations of ‘ecopreneurs’ are too optimistic or simply unrealistic? 

Numerous works warning on ecological calamities frequently conclude more optimistically that 

“civilization's salvation rests upon the shoulders of heroic social and environmental entrepreneurs” (Hall 

et al., 2010, p.440). But how can we expect the Panacea hypothesis to prove true if we still fail to 

understand the complexities of sustainable entrepreneurship? Given its uniqueness, we “have been getting 

more pieces of the puzzle, but no clear picture seems to be emerging” (Muñoz and Cohen, 2017, p.18). 

Suggestions and recommendations will be elucidated in the discussion’s final section. 

2. Implications for Sustainable Energy Transition 

Studying sustainable entrepreneurship through system transitions as a holistic analytical unit rather than 

just individual actions of “the lone entrepreneurial hero” (Gibbs, 2009, p.69) might be thus more suitable 

to investigate clean-energy entrepreneurs’ role in low-carbon transformations. System transitions for the 

study of sustainable entrepreneurship are particularly valuable as these stress networks (Whiteman et al., 

2011), the idea of co-evolution between organisations (Porter, 2006) and the power of innovation to 

promote sustainable development (Loorbach et al., 2010).  According to Pernick and Wilder (2007), thanks 

to growing attention and influx of venture capital investment to the clean-tech sector, the time for the 

creative destruction of unsustainable energy businesses has come. There is moreover a prevalent consensus 

amongst scholars and policy-makers that due to long-term problems such as climate change and resource 

scarcity, transitions in sociotechnical systems in the energy industry are urgently necessary (Smith, 2007; 

Markard et al., 2012). Due to the state of carbon lock-in, such transitions are nevertheless highly intricate.  

 

Challenges to the carbon lock-in are often coming from the micro level (Parrish and Foxon, 2009), from 

early-stage ventures, such as this study’s participants. This research supports the argument that 

sustainability-oriented niches can catalyse structural transformations toward sustainability. The 

importance of niche innovations and regime tensions in the literature are confirmed by the study’s cases. 

Even if some niches do not become blueprints for resolving regime tensions, they still play a crucial role 

as sources of innovations for system transitions (Smith, 2007). This paper further highlights the importance 

of networks as well as partnerships in such process. The study’s participants all underscored the 

significance of collaborations in the energy sector as a new venture, especially to compensate for the lack 

in capital. Through collective action as well as strategic inter- and intra- industry alliances, entrepreneurial 
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firms can merge resources together to attempt to alter the rules of the game and instigate sustainable change 

(Aldrich and Fiol, 1994; Pacheco et al., 2010). Pooling together “knowledge, capital and networks”, the 

keys to entrepreneurial success as identified by the interviewees, might indeed pave the way to low-carbon 

transitions in both Germany and the UK. Actual mechanisms underlying such transitions must however 

be further explored by investigating positive impacts of collaborations in the energy sector in closer detail. 

 

Drawing on the results, the study agrees with Smith’s (2007) argument that sustainable entrepreneurs are 

capable to instigate system transformations through strategic actions and co-creating new regimes with 

different actors rather than unilaterally introducing their sustainable goods and services. Yet, Geel and 

Schot’s (2007) aforementioned multi-level perspective on transitions does not explicitly consider the 

importance of partnerships. As a case has been made that collaborations in the energy sector must become 

a focus for further policy and analytical attention, this study proposes following revised figure, which 

takes this dimension into account: 

 

 

 
Figure 6: Revised multi-level perspective of system transitions adapted from Geels and Shot (2007) 

 

The role of clean-energy ventures in system-transitions and their interplay with other institutional and 

organisational actors to achieve common objectives remain nonetheless underexplored (Parrish and 

Foxon, 2009). Empirical studies on system transitions have moreover only rarely focused on interactions 

between the niche and the regime level (Verbong and Geels, 2007). Schaltegger and Wagner (2011) 

contend that whilst radical sustainable innovations will be developed by smaller new market-entrants, it 

is large incumbents who will implement these into mass-markets. This stands in line with most of the 
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UK’s respondents’ concern that their business might get “swallowed up” by bigger firms, which is 

unsurprising considering the energy incumbents’ large market-share in the UK.  According to Hoogma et 

al. (2002), niches alone will not transform regimes and their success is more probable when these are in 

tune with the incumbent system. Should this be the case however, there will not be any great changes to 

the current sociotechnical regime. 

 

This research reveals that whilst there are numerous benefits when partnering with incumbents, their slow, 

inefficient and bureaucratic processes pose severe barriers. It appears that there is a more nuanced interplay 

between ‘Emerging Davids’ and ‘Greening Goliaths’, which needs to be further explored in empirical 

studies. Results highlight that entrepreneurs do not want to entirely depend on solely one big partner. Thus, 

the sustainable transformation of the energy sector might not be engendered by merely one sustainability 

niche and one market incumbent but rather by several actors in constant interaction. Such actors might 

also be citizens and communities with normative motivations (Seyfang and Smith, 2007) or large firms 

that expand from other industries, such as Internet companies diversifying into RE (Geels et al., 2016). As 

these actors have unequal power and resources, it would be insightful to further explore their interactions, 

partnerships, conflicts and power struggles in the realm of low-carbon transitions. 

 

3. Lessons learned: Policy recommendations and further research 

 

Enabling sustainable low-carbon transitions and tackling climate change remain wicked problems since 

“fundamental differences in goals, interests, and strategy often prevent cooperation, consensus, or shared 

solutions among the societal actors.” (Gasbarro et al., 2017, p.229). Comparing entrepreneurial 

perceptions from Germany and the UK revealed however several interesting insights for both theory and 

practice. Although located in two different nations with greatly contrasting energy policies, respondents 

shared highly similar perceptions and concerns. 

 

Firstly, considering divergences between how several researchers distinguish sustainable entrepreneurs 

and respondents’ perceptions on ecopreneurship, more dialogue is needed if one wants to truly understand 

how sustainable entrepreneurs differ from traditional entrepreneurs in the energy sector whilst making 

policy recommendations. To explore their morality drivers and move beyond description, novel 

methodological approaches are also needed (Muñoz and Cohen, 2017) such as interpretive analyses (Smith 

et al., 2009) or process-tracing methodology (Bennett, 2010). Although this argument may seem 

contradictory, given the efforts to define sustainable entrepreneurship in earlier chapters, it can be further 

argued that perhaps the terms of ecopreneurship and sustainable entrepreneurship need rewording or 

reframing and should not be delineated as a unique subfield. According to Muñoz and Cohen (2017), 

scholarly thought should transition from attempting to distinguishing each subdomain, i.e. social, 

sustainable, environmental and economic entrepreneurship, to finding harmonies for their convergence. 

The idea of purpose-driven entrepreneurship as an umbrella-term that assimilates these subfields has 
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received increasing attention in recent streams of research (Hollensbe et al., 2014; Cohen and Muñoz, 

2015). Given the complexity of entrepreneurship in the energy sector, such conceptual angle might offer 

a real opportunity for a meta-theory of purposeful entrepreneurship. Evidence from entrepreneurs active 

in the field of clean-energy moreover, similarly as in this study, usually relies on findings from nations 

based in advanced economies (Demirel et al., 2017). Its role for system transitions in poorer countries is 

however equally meaningful. Investigating socio-economic contexts in which ‘purposeful 

entrepreneurship’ is embedded in developing economies is therefore an interesting as well as necessary 

avenue for further research. 

 

More research is also needed in investigating the regulatory conditions for the emergence of clean-energy 

entrepreneurship (Demirel et al., 2017). Although Germany and the UK have different approaches to 

energy governance and divergent energy policies, many interviewed entrepreneurs from both nations 

highlighted negative experiences as well as inadequate and lacking governmental support. Transitions to 

a low-carbon economy, in a sector characterised by carbon lock-ins and path dependency, are however 

unlikely to succeed without parallel political actions and favourable systemic conditions (Gibbs, 2009; 

Weber and Rohracher, 2012; Gasbarro et al., 2017). Public policy’s interplay with entrepreneurship in the 

energy sector remains thus an underexplored field of research and needs more attention for the design of 

entrepreneurship and low-carbon supportive policies.  

 

Recently, there have been, in fact, calls for a return to ‘mission-oriented’ policies. These are innovation 

policies which, historically through the formulation of missions such as putting humans on the moon or 

enabling the IT revolution, gave a direction to achieve clearly defined objectives and sociotechnical 

change (Mazzucato, 2013). Such missions have been predominantly only achieved thanks to successful 

collaborations between public and private sectors (Mowery et al., 2010). Grand societal and environmental 

challenges, including climate change and forging low-carbon futures, have thus much to learn from 

mission-oriented policies (Mazzucato, 2016). More research is however needed on how to effectively 

translate such energy challenges into concrete missions, which are broad enough to catalyse a wide array 

of sectors, to set directions of change that prevent the system from lock-ins and allow for niche- and 

bottom-up solutions, exploration and learning. Additionally, it would be interesting to investigate how 

purpose-driven entrepreneurship and mission-oriented policies might reinforce each other.    

 

Policymakers further need to understand the nuanced interplay of novel ventures and established 

incumbents, rather than centring their attention on only one of these actors whilst disregarding the other. 

A significant aspect of the carbon lock-in in the energy sector is the disproportionate weight it gives to 

large firms, who benefit from current policies which co-evolved with their technologies (Foxon, 2007). 

This paper suggests that smart sustainability and innovation policies should be designed not only with an 

entrepreneurial perspective in mind but should also try to stimulate cooperation between ‘Emerging 

Davids’ and ‘Greening Goliaths’ (Hockerts and Wustenhagen, 2010) as well as with other institutional 

and academic bodies. 
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With the legitimisation of sustainability and low-carbon pathways within corporate and policy circles, the 

established distinction between new ventures and incumbents is questionable (Hall et al., 2010). Are 

however large firms adapting too slowly to changes in society and regime tensions, which challenge the 

incumbent regime and provide opportunities for the breakthrough of niche solutions? As no interviews 

have been conducted in this study with representatives from incumbent energy firms to explore their 

processes and perceptions on low-carbon transitions, no conclusions can be deduced. This limitation opens 

again a fruitful area of future research which needs to go beyond the dichotomy that incremental 

innovation stems from Greening Goliaths whilst Emerging Davids develop radical niche-innovations. 

 

VII. Conclusion 

 

The systemic review of the sustainable entrepreneurship and sociotechnical transitions literature as well 

as consideration of the UK’s and Germany’s energy landscape steered the way to a comparative analysis 

of entrepreneurial perceptions from both countries. Interviews with clean-energy entrepreneurs across the 

two research settings generated rich perceptions and insights in relation to the study’s research questions.  

Discrepancies between how respondents perceive themselves and how a growing body of literature 

characterises sustainable entrepreneurs highlights limitations of the ‘ecopreneurship’ framework. Given 

the firm rejections of the term ‘ecopreneur’, results indicate a perhaps too ardent reliance on the promise 

that humankind’s rescue will be achieved by heroic sustainability-driven entrepreneurs. This dissertation 

thus argues for new methodological approaches to investigate actual morality drivers of entrepreneurs and 

considers the idea of purpose-driven entrepreneurship (Muñoz and Cohen, 2017) in the clean-energy sector 

as a promising research agenda. 

Identifying fundamental societal and environmental challenges such as climate change is undoubtedly 

straightforward in nations like the UK and Germany. The involvement of numerous stakeholders afflicted 

by the challenge itself is however necessary to transpose challenges into concrete missions (Mazzucato, 

2016). Considering respondents’ perceptions of inadequate governmental support in Germany and the UK, 

despite utterly divergent energy governance in both nations, there is an urgent need for government policy 

to better comprehend entrepreneurs’ challenges. Novel ‘mission-oriented’ policies should not prescribe 

specific technologies and favour certain actors to advance these but rather provide directions of change 

around which any type of solution, including entrepreneurial or public solutions, can flourish (Mazzucato, 

2016). Critical innovation challenges like forging low-carbon futures demand effective policies. To 

sustainably transform our current energy-system, as Stirling (2014) eloquently put it, there is not “a 

question of ‘picking winners’ (…) instead it is about engaging widely across society, in order to build the 

most fruitful conditions for deciding what ‘winning’ even means.” (Stirling, 2014, p.2). 

 

The importance of strategic alliances and partnerships in the realm of system transitions is further 

highlighted in this study. Sociotechnical regimes are the outcome of lengthy histories of numerous 
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interactions between institutions, technologies and knowledge as well as contestation between plentiful 

actors (Smith, 2007). This research emphasises that effective and inclusive dialogue between multiple 

actors with different resources and perspectives is fundamental for low-carbon transitions. Future smart-

innovation policies further need to consider the complex interplay between ‘Emerging Davids’ and 

‘Greening Goliaths’ in the energy sector whilst encouraging cooperation amongst various corporate, 

institutional, public and academic bodies. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Interview Protocol  

 

Introduction to Research Project: 

·         I am a student at the University of Leeds and I am currently studying Environment and Business. 

·         I am interested in clean energy ventures’ experiences and perceptions in the energy industry in 

the two countries (Germany and UK) featured in this study. 

.  The main thing we would like to discuss today are your perceptions as an entrepreneur of 

competing and thriving in the energy industry. 

Before we start… 

·         Have you got any more questions about the research now? 

·         It would be really beneficial to me if I were able to record this interview in order to listen to it in 

further detail later. Do you object to this at all?       

  *  TURN ON RECORDING * 

·         This interview is confidential, and you will not be named in any research publications which 

discuss the contents of this interview, but I may still use your words. Is this ok? Please do be assured 

that your identity will remain anonymous throughout.  

·          Please take your time in answering. If you need me to repeat the question, please just ask.  

·        Again, please don't be afraid to say if you don’t understand anything and I will do my best to 

rephrase the question. 

 

Opening question: Tell me something about your start-up, what are your key activities and 

aspirations? 

 

I. Being an ecopreneur 

 

1) The word ‘entrepreneur’ derives from French and basically means ‘taking the initiative to 

bridge’: How would you define entrepreneurship? 

2) Ecopreneurs differ from conventional entrepreneurs as they also want to build bridges 

between environmental progress and market success. Do you believe that there are other 

differences between ecopreneurship and conventional entrepreneurship? 

3) In your view, what makes a successful sustainable energy venture? 

4) What is your key value proposition and how does it differ from the mainstream offer in 

this area? Do you have any specific social or environmental value propositions? 

5) What do perceive as your key resources to fulfil your value proposition(s)? 
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II. Markets and Customers 

 

1) How would you describe the market and customers which you currently target? 

2) How involved is your relationship with your customers? 

3) What channels do you usually use to communicate with your customers? 

4) Do you perceive any challenges in communicating your value proposition?  

 

III. Partners and collaboration 

1) Who do you perceive as key external partners to your business? 

2) How important are, in your opinion, collaborations and partnerships in the energy sector 

as a start-up? 

3) What kind of collaborations are/have been in your experience the most fruitful and why? 

4) Nowadays, due to increasing social pressure, more and more market incumbents such as 

large utility firms are turning towards renewable energy and demand reduction: What are the 

benefits and challenges of engaging with incumbents?  

 

IV. Finance and Revenue Streams 

 

1) Do you believe that government support plays a critical role in ecopreneurship? 

2) What are, in your view, the biggest challenges in obtaining capital? 

 

Additional Questions: 

How important do you consider social issues as a driver for your business? 

Is, to your view, environmental awareness an important factor in supporting market creation of your 

products/services?  

Do you believe that there is enough governmental support in Germany/UK? Or is the situation in 

other countries better? 

Is the feed-in tariff an important component of your business’ revenue?  

How effective is, to your view, the feed-in tariff scheme in supporting entrepreneurship in the energy 

sector?  

Venture Capitalism has been often cited as one of the most appropriate form in supporting innovative 

ventures and filling financing gaps. Do you agree with this?  
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Appendix B: Ethics Checklist Form 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 51 

 

 

Appendix C: Sample introductory E-mail for Start-Ups 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

I hope this message finds you well! 

  

My name is Nina Litman-Roventa and I am a final year ‘Environment and Business’ student at the 

University of Leeds (UK). 

  

I am writing to request possible contributions in my dissertation which is centred on challenges in 

competing in the energy and renewables industry.  

  

What is the purpose of the study? This project aims to explore and compare the perceptions of 

entrepreneurs within clean-energy ventures in the energy industry in Germany and the UK. Through 

this comparative analysis between these two nations and integrating the findings, suggestions will 

be advanced as to how to support the further expansion of low-carbon technologies through 

entrepreneurship. 

  

It would be very helpful to me if I could have a short discussion any member of [NAME OF THE 

VENTURE] to ask about perceptions and experiences of being an entrepreneur in the energy world. 

I am aware that [NAME OF THE VENTURE] is engaged in innovative energy activities, therefore 

your participation would be invaluable to my project. 

  

Should you be willing to participate, I would suggest that we speak over Skype or on the phone 

depending on your availability. 

  

I stress that both your identity and that of your firm would be kept entirely confidential and that all 

steps will be taken to ensure your anonymity and that of your venture. 

  

This project has been approved by Leeds University’s Ethics Committee. 

  

I look forward to hearing from you and please contact me if you need any further information or 

clarification. 

  

Kind Regards 

  

Nina Litman-Roventa 

 

 

ee14nnlr@leeds.ac.uk 

00447833368811 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Nina.litman@gmail.com
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Appendix D: Sample interview transcript 

 

N: Again, this interview is confidential, so you will not be named in any research publications 

which discuss the contents of this interview, although I may still use your words. Is this ok?  

GER4: Yes, sure that’s fine. 

N: Also, your identity will remain anonymous throughout and lease take your time in answering. 

If you need me to repeat the question, please just ask me to do so. 

GER4: Yeah, got it. 

N: Ok brilliant. Well first off, thanks for accepting my interview and supporting me with my 

research project. To begin with, please tell me something about your start-up, what are your key 

activities and aspirations? 

GER4: Yes that’s fine, no worries (laughs). So, my start-up is called Epplication. It’s an online 

investment life cycle B2B platform for renewable energy, especially for onshore wind and 

solar. You can use this digital solution to plan your developments of your solar and wind 

project. It is a cloud-based software platform where the developer can manage all parts of a 

project. If you want to build a windfarm somewhere you need a permit, engage with your co-

workers, service partners and customers etc. There is also a lot on finance and legal of course, 

with Epplication you will have all of this now on a single platform rather than on thousands of 

emails, excel files and what not. Our solution also matches renewable energy project developers 

with potential customers and investors as well as supporting customer with real-time financial 

analyses. 

N: So it’s basically about making the whole process easier? 

GER4: Yeah exactly! It is also easier for benchmarking, as you can easily compare who 

basically got the best turbine prices, how long the process took for another colleague and then 

you basically can learn form each other. For the management, they can easily check their 

portfolio, like how many projects do we have and in terms of finances, what does it mean in 

terms of investment? Are all of my projects going through? How much money do I need to 

invest? 

N: Your activities really remind me of the roots of the term entrepreneur. The word 

entrepreneur actually derives from French and means ‘taking the initiative to bridge’. But how 

would you define entrepreneurship? 

GER4: An entrepreneur is a combination of being innovative, solution-oriented and customer-

focused. An entrepreneur tries to look at what is the problem companies are facing? That’s what 
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I did, I asked myself what are the problems of the company whom I work for? How can I solve 

it, is there a digital solution? As an entrepreneur you also have to be open-minded and you need 

to know who is your customer and what needs do they have. I think I would define 

entrepreneurship as having the willingness for changing and creating. 

N: Ecopreneurs differ from conventional entrepreneurs as they also want to build bridges 

between environmental progress and market success. Do you believe that there are other 

differences between ecopreneurship and conventional entrepreneurship? 

GER4: I don’t know… I’m not too convinced of this principle of ecopreneurship. I think it’s 

sounds fancy but I’m not really that this is different from entrepreneurship. It can be everything 

but also nothing at the same time. For example, if you develop a new plane which saves CO2, is 

that ecopreneurship? Every new invention, a new car, a new plane, or novel ways of 

communication, if it saves CO2, does it all fall under ecopreneurship? We are now 

communicating over skype and did not fly to each other, that saves CO2, that could perhaps 

also fall under ecopreneurship. You can take almost everything and turn it into ecopreneurship. 

We don’t know where does it begin, where does it end and where does it stop. I mean I met 

people who have are very involved in renewable energy and they say they don’t see themselves 

as ecopreneurs… Even though they really make a huge impact as they invested billions in 

renewable energy and that saves a lot of CO2! But at the end of the day they are financial 

entrepreneurs who want to make money. I think that there is a difference between 

entrepreneurship and NGOs because NGOs don’t want to create a profit, so there is really a 

difference but ecopreneurs want to create a profit, right? They’re not an NGO, so there is the 

real differentiation. So no, I’m not so convinced in the concept of ecopreneurship 

N: So, what makes then a successful renewable energy venture? 

GER4: Yeah, I think here again there is no difference between an “eco-start-up” and a normal 

business because in both cases you need a sustainable business model. I think if you want to 

create any business, you need to create a sustainable business model, you need to have a good 

team, find good people who want to work with you. In the end, you need a good execution of a 

plan, various methods or you can have frameworks for managing work like scrum or agile. 

There are a lot of things that can ensure that the company is likely to succeed. I think there are a 

few aspects to consider but I think the most important is to have a good business model. 

N: What is Epplication’s value proposition in your business model? And how does it differ 

from the mainstream offer? 

GER4:I would say that we want to facilitate and digitise our customer’s interaction with their 

clients, partners and between colleagues along the life-cycle of an energy project and like this 
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promote the uptake of renewable energy. Our offer is basically that we increase both the 

efficiency and transparency for the organisation to sum it up in one sentence. The entire 

development process of onshore wind farms is more transparent and you have, if the term is 

familiar to you, less impairment in the project if you lose a lot of money. The value proposition 

is to increase efficiency, transparency and compared to all competitors, we differentiate 

ourselves by being more user friendly and offering better customer service. 

N: Do you have any competitors? 

GER4: There is none…Or wait, actually…There is one actually, sorry! There is a start-up who 

is a competitor….so ehm..yeah, there is one start-up and E.ON works with them, but they are 

horrible (laughs) 

N: And what are your key resources to fulfil this value proposition which you just explained to 

me before? 

GER4: Mhhh the key resources… Well, I would say the people that I work with. So human 

resources, because we had to develop this platform from zero...But I think every start-up starts 

from scratch and the key thing at the beginning is the feedback and the support from colleagues. 

N: Who do you see as customers of your platform? 

GER4: I don’t have many customers, the total population for my customers is limited as my 

customers are huge corporations like E.ON. So I do B2B first of all but not B2C and I have few 

customers which have very particular demands, needs and requirements. 

N: How involved is your relationship? 

GER4: I mean I work with them everyday (laughs) so very involved! 

N: Have you ever perceived any challenges in communicating your value proposition? 

GER4: Yeah I mean…perhaps not in communicating but for some people…well ehhm… there 

are some people who don’t like change so much such as replacing some of their excel files, and 

some people just really love their excel files! It is also very interesting to see that some people 

don’t want a full degree of transparency and that others might see that they’re doing not so well 

compared to others. So, I think that… I mean…. that’s more about how you receive the method. 

But in terms of communicating, I think it’s more how people receive the message, which is 

quite hard as some people connect the term digital solution with the idea that they are being 

replaced by software.  

N: Do you have any key partners and collaborations in place? 
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GER4: Ehm… well I have my IT company, the company is basically back-end developing so I 

need a lot of IT development but I have one IT company I work with in Cologne, and I would 

say that they are the key partners. For the customer side, I also work with the E.ON IT 

department , they are key as well..  

N: How important do you think are generally collaborations in the energy sector as a start-up? 

GER4: Very important! Well, my IT guys are extremely important but it’s sometimes extremely 

difficult to work with them but yeah, without IT development I couldn’t build up my platform. 

But I guess in the energy industry, particularly as a new start-up business, well you can’t really 

survive without partners. 

N: So, has your collaboration with IT developers been the most fruitful? 

GER4:  Yeah well…They are service providers, but they are key. But sometimes, that can be 

really a problem, I need them but sometimes I also hate them basically (laughs). 

N: Nowadays, due to increasing social pressure, more and more market incumbents such as 

large utility firms are turning towards activities relating to renewable energy: What are the 

benefits and challenges of engaging with incumbents?  

GER4: I wouldn’t say really that there are challenges…I mean, no, not really. Well ok, I can 

say that they are sometimes I bit hierarchical and slow in decision-making but probably I think 

that’s common for any big company . 

N: And what are the benefits? 

GER4: Well they have a lot of experience, they have I would say that they are a big stable 

financial customer for us and as they are so big, they basically can make a huge impact and also 

have a wide reach. 

N: Do you believe that governmental support plays a critical role in entrepreneurship? 

GER4: No, I don’t think so... Well I tried once but my experience with government has been 

horrible. A lot of start-ups made it without any governmental support and I don’t have any 

governmental support and I don’t know any.. ehm… I don’t think it’s necessary thing to have  

N: What are then your biggest challenges in obtaining capital?  

GER4: The key challenge for me is to get customers, I think once you have customers, the 

money will come. When you can show investors that you have customers, especially a few 

renowned customers who are very financially solid, I think it’s easy to get money. The key 

challenge nowadays is to show that your product works, to convince investors that are willing to 

investment. So yes, if you have customers, they money comes I would say. My first priority, 
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well even though money counts, it’s rather to get customers. That’s how I see it, so I spend a lot 

more time making my existing customers happy rather than looking for a lot of money. And the 

good thing is for my start up idea is that I am kind of making profit from the first day so there is 

organic growth and I don’t need investment. However, if I want to increase my growth, I would 

need investment.  

N: So, you don’t have any other revenue streams than the cost of using your platform? 

GER4: No, that’s it and it works! 

N: Ok perfect. Well that was actually my last question. Do you have perhaps anything you 

would like to add? 

GER4: Oh wow, that has passed fast! Well no, not really, we’ve covered quite a lot (laughs). 

N: Yes (laughs). Well thanks so much again for taking your time today and your great insights. 

 

 



 

 


