
Activists or Opportunists? 
How environmental entrepreneurs differ from conventional ones 

 
Summary 
 

In light of the increasing environmental challenges of our time, a change in how 
business is done is essential (Antolin‐Lopez et al., 2019; Ferraro et al., 2015). Despite being a 
potential solution for some of the world’s most pressing issues (Antolin‐Lopez et al., 2019; 
Hall et al., 2010; Markman et al., 2019; York & Venkataraman, 2010), environmental 
entrepreneurship remains fairly unexplored, with no clear agreement on its definition and open 
questions regarding whether environmental entrepreneurs differ from other types of 
entrepreneurs. In order to investigate the potential differences between environmental and 
conventional entrepreneurs, we undertake an exploratory qualitative multi-case study, 
comparing founders of environmental and conventional ventures. Semi-structured interviews 
with 24 founders provide insights into the differences between environmental and conventional 
entrepreneurs along several dimensions that emerge from existing literature: The motivation 
and goals (York et al., 2016), difficulties (Khelil, 2016; Lougui & Nyström, 2014), and 
circumstances (Hall et al., 2010; Muñoz & Dimov, 2015) of entrepreneurs. Along these 
dimensions an overall coding structure is developed, which is complemented by open coding 
of the additional differences between environmental and conventional entrepreneurs, which 
emerge from the data. 

 

According to the results of our study, the motivations, goals, difficulties and 
circumstances are consistent among conventional entrepreneurs, but differ widely across 
environmental entrepreneurs. Some environmental entrepreneurs are closely aligned with 
conventional entrepreneurs regarding these dimensions, while others are not. Overall, the 
analyzed dimensions can be mapped out on a continuum between entrepreneurs with an 
opportunistic orientation on one end, and activist entrepreneurs on the other. Activist 
entrepreneurs desire to change society through their venture, while opportunistically orientated 
entrepreneurs want to generate profits by serving existing customer needs. All conventional 
entrepreneurs in our sample are located close to the opportunist end of this Activist – 
Opportunist continuum, while the environmental entrepreneurs are dispersed across the 
continuum, some being primarily economically motivated to serve environmentally relevant 
market needs, others being environmental activists. Based on this insight, our research 
questions of whether and how the two types of entrepreneurs differ can be addressed: 
Environmental entrepreneurs are not per se different from conventional ones, but they can be, 
depending on where on the Activist – Opportunist continuum they are located. Activist 
environmental entrepreneurs differ from conventional entrepreneurs along the dimensions we 
investigated, while opportunist environmental entrepreneurs do not differ from conventional 
entrepreneurs along these dimensions. The figure below illustrates these findings. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: The Activist – Opportunist Continuum 



In line with their location on the Activist – Opportunist continuum, we also find 
differences in the needs these different types of entrepreneurs address. For this analysis we 
view needs in terms of explicit vs. latent needs and individual vs. societal needs. Conventional 
entrepreneurs typically address explicit individual needs, while some may succeed in 
addressing latent needs (Carlgren, 2013). We find that activist environmental entrepreneurs 
address latent societal needs and try to make them explicit, by raising awareness about them, 
educating their customers and society in general. In cases in which the need for environmental 
protection has been made explicit for a large part of society, we find that more opportunistic 
environmental entrepreneurs may also address that need, but they do not want to actively 
change the environmental orientation in society to the extent activists do. In those cases in 
which the need for environmental protection is explicit and many individuals in a society feel 
personally concerned there is a willingness to pay for environmentally friendly goods and 
services, and thus environmental entrepreneurship represents a classic entrepreneurial 
opportunity that even attracts opportunistic entrepreneurs. 

 

Overall, the results of this study show that environmental entrepreneurs can be similar 
to conventional entrepreneurs or constitute a different sub-type of entrepreneurs, depending on 
where on the Activist – Opportunist continuum they are located. At a higher level of abstraction, 
we believe that these results contribute to delineating a position for environmental 
entrepreneurship in the entrepreneurship literature. Opportunities for future research include 
analyzing the potentially different roles of activist and opportunist environmental entrepreneurs 
in the green transition, investigating the potential differences in their identities, and measuring 
the impact of their respective ventures. 
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