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Abstract 

This study aims at generating knowledge about ecopreneurs’ perception towards barriers 

complicating the implementation of a more environmentally friendly business concept. 

Managers in SMEs would often like to orientate their business more environmentally friendly 

but perceive certain barriers holding them back from doing so. By gathering in-depth 

information regarding ecopreneurs’ (which have a high motivation for environmental 

sustainability) perception to barriers we will be able to assess these barriers more realistically 

and see if they can be overcome. Interviews with owners, managers, and employees of different 

hierarchical levels in three different companies were conducted, yielding interesting results and 

bringing us to relativize the term barrier. Literature provides barriers which proved to be less 

relevant for ecopreneurs, while unmentioned external factors like market demands and partners 

played a bigger role in making a successful transition to a green business. This different 

perception was a result of the unusual strong motivation people in the researched businesses 

has for environmental sustainability. 
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1 Introduction 

Scientific evidence suggests that business activities have a severe impact upon the ecosphere 

and that the negative consequences of current practices will be detrimental to the natural 

environment (Stern, 2006). This leads to not just individual consumers but also enterprises 

reconsidering their behaviour. However, especially small- and medium sized enterprises 

(SMEs) struggle to become more environmentally sustainable. Even though many SMEs would 

like to make this transition, they perceive several barriers that prevent them from succeeding 

with it (Condon, 2004). Yet, not all SMEs fail in their efforts. So-called ecopreneurs are 

business leaders standing out as positive examples. Besides their financial objectives, these 

ecopreneurs also pursue environmental ones with their companies (Bosman, 2013). 

Nevertheless, taking a deeper look into current business ventures we realize that most 

businesses try to follow a minimum input with maximum output model. Which leads to a future 

where generations to come will spend more time solving the problems of the world then living. 

In contrast, environmentally sustainable businesses are models that can help to show the way 

to increase productivity while reducing resource usage in a manner that is harmonious with 

human health and the sustainability of non-human species as well (Isaak, 2002). 

One of the four case companies of this study is BeoPlast, a supplier for the automotive industry. 

BeoPlast falls under the category of ecopreneur run businesses. The company made a transition 

from a normal SME to an environmental sustainable one by setting the goal to become carbon 

neutral and achieved this in 2014. Furthermore, they introduced plant-based plastic instead of 

crude oil-based plastics in their production (BeoPlast, 2017b). Looking at companies run by 

ecopreneurs like BeoPlast it becomes apparent that there are enterprises that successfully adapt 

environmentally sustainable business practices. In the 1970s, when first concerns of economic 

and social effects of environmental degradation were raised (Schmidheiny, 1992), large 

enterprises were mostly seen as the culprits, due to their unsustainable use of natural resources 

and ramification of industrial activity. Therefore the environmental pressure groups, 'green' 

political parties, the media, and the general public began to exert their concerns and demanded 

that action be taken (Biondi et al., 2002). From this point on, the world’s eyes were focused on 

large enterprises to address and solve these problems and the role of small and medium sized 

enterprises was largely overlooked. However, the importance and effect of SMEs on the 

environment should not be ignored, as it does not do justice to their actual significance. 
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SMEs are seen as the backbone of Europe's economy. This comes as no surprise as SMEs 

constitute 99.8% of all enterprises, 57.4% of value added and 66.8 % of employment across the 

European Union (Muller et al., 2016). In fact, SMEs contribute roughly 64% of the industrial 

pollution in Europe and only 6% of them proactively engage in actions to reduce their 

environmental impact (Constantinos et al., 2010). It has been argued that SMEs are important 

for green growth as drivers of eco-innovation and therefore they are the key players in emerging 

green industries (OECD, 2015). Hence, small businesses have an important role to play in 

striving for a more sustainable society. This discredits the notion that most environmental 

problems are only caused and can only be solved by large enterprises. Therefore, it has become 

intelligible that SMEs have relatively minor importance individually, but collectively their 

impacts may be great. Furthermore, research increasingly recognizes that ecopreneurs can play 

a crucial role in leading the way to a more sustainable future (e.g. Taylor & Walley, 2004; 

Schaper, 2005). Consequently, it is in the world’s interest to look into SMEs managed by 

ecopreneurs since this can deliver valuable information for executives in other SMEs that would 

like to change but perceive too large obstacles. 

Problem Formulation and Aim 

Schuyler (1998) defines ecopreneurs as, “entrepreneurs whose business efforts are not only 

driven by profit, but also by a concern for the environment” (p.1). Over the last two decades 

the attention to ecopreneurs in literature increased (e.g. Isaak, 1998; Schaper 2005; Kirkwood 

and Walton, 2010). Despite this growth the field of ecopreneurs has undergone, certain fields 

remain untouched. Most literature focuses on the incentives for, and motivations behind 

ecopreneurial ventures (Bosman, 2013). Little attention has been paid to the problems and 

barriers SMEs faced that actually engaged in the transition to more environmental 

sustainability. This is a relevant subject which several scholars demand more research in (e.g. 

Bosman, 2013; Kearins and Collins, 2010; Schaper, 2002). These findings can help SMEs to 

properly assess the potential efforts helping them to successfully make a transition to 

environmental sustainability. Furthermore, supporting SMEs in their green aspirations is 

important when considering their collective environmental impact. 

As studies have shown, in many SMEs the desire to stronger emphasize sustainability exists 

but often faces resistance within the firm due to perceived barriers (Condon, 2004). 

Nevertheless, some SMEs run by so-called ecopreneurs overcame these barriers on their way 

to become environmentally friendly and are therefore, interesting subjects to learn about. This 

study aims to find out about the perception of barriers ecopreneurs and their employees had and 
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have during their transition to an environmentally sustainable business and how they manage 

these barriers. 

Subsequently to this part we introduce the relevant theoretical basis for this study, followed by 

a detailed chapter about the applied methodology and a description about our proceedings in 

the empirical part of our work. In the subsequent section, we present the empirical findings 

which are extensively analysed with regards to the formerly presented theory in the consecutive 

discussion part. Lastly, we conclude this study with our main findings and give a 

recommendation for further research. 
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2 Theoretical Framework  

In the start of this chapter we will dive deeper into what is an SME and how they correlate with 

sustainability in various ways. We will then explore motivational drivers behind SMEs wanting 

to conform to a sustainable business venture, while focusing on the environmental part of 

sustainability. We also take a deeper look into the term ecopreneur in order to better understand 

how SME managers made a transition from a regular enterprise to a sustainable one. In relation 

to this we also use a model to better explain the different types of ecopreneurs that can be found 

and further clarify the ecopreneurs that will be the subject of this study. Building up to the last 

part where numerous barriers from literature that are perceived by SMEs are identified. 

2.1 SMEs & Sustainability  

When comparing SMEs to larger firms, differences can be seen in structural, social, and 

functional characteristics (Spence & Schmidpeter, 2003). Some of these factors that 

differentiate SMEs from larger firms are staff headcount, the ownership structure, the financial 

turnover, assets, and the market share (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006). Considering the large amount 

of SMEs in the EU in all sectors and industries, it is not surprising that SMEs themselves 

constitute for a very heterogeneous group of companies regarding size and structure (Murillo 

& Lozano, 2006). SMEs have been characterized due to their often overlapping roles in 

ownership and management. This overlap creates multitask positions with a strong focus on 

solving daily issues, rather than pursuing long term strategies (Spence, 1999). Like for the 

majority of companies, value creation for their stakeholders is seen as one of their main 

objectives (Perrini, 2006). For the purpose of this study, we will be making use of the European 

Union’s definition of SMEs. It will be applied, for the sake of its clear quantitative 

categorization. According to the EU recommendation 2003/361, SMEs are determined by their 

staff headcount and either their turnover or balance sheet total. SMEs employ less than 250 

people, while their turnover is lower than 50 million euros or their balance sheet’s total is lower 

than 43 million euros (EC, 2003). 

There is a significant amount of research on the treatment of sustainability and environmental 

issues by companies. These studies are predominantly focused on large and stock listed 

companies, while SMEs are underrepresented (Brammer & Pavelin, 2006). However, scaling 

down techniques and requirements to engage in sustainability worked for large corporations, 

proved not always applicable for SMEs (Jenkins, 2006), especially when considering the vast 

and diverse number of SMEs (Enderle, 2004). Their attitude and approach to environmental 
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issues differs considerably from larger companies. Unlike some larger corporations it was 

argued that SMEs lack an environmentally oriented culture and primarily focus on complying 

with legislation (Biondi et al., 2002). Consequently SMEs show a significantly lower 

engagement in environmental management than larger corporations (Biondi et al., 2000; Studer 

et al., 2008). 

Nevertheless, this general statement does not seem to apply to all SMEs. More recent research 

found that there is a significant heterogeneity among SMEs concerning their engagement with 

environmental issues. There are SMEs that pursue actively a variety of environmental 

initiatives. Their level of engagement depends among other factors mainly on the size of the 

company. Scholars have found that larger SMEs tend to be more engaged in environmental 

initiatives (Brammer et al., 2012), however, there is little in-depth research on this topic. 

Making it evident that SMEs cannot be generalized as a homogeneous mass but should be rather 

seen as a group with many different characteristics. The SME sector includes a versatile number 

of industries. This poses a difficulty, since every industry may have its own sustainability 

challenges due to its individual characteristics (Condon, 2004). 

However, SMEs engaging in environmental sustainability for certain reasons. The value 

creation for stakeholders is apart from satisfying legislation, one of the main objectives of SMEs 

and this reflects in the driving factors for engaging in sustainability activities. These driving 

factors are characterized by a strong responsiveness (Perrini, 2006).  

2.2 Driving Factors for Environmental action of SMEs 

Since the structure of SMEs is mostly owner orientated, the values and own convictions of these 

owner-managers often influence social and environmental sustainability strategies (Murillo & 

Lozano, 2006; Spence & Rutherfoord, 2003). However, the most pressing drivers for the 

environmental sustainability of SMEs are not moral or ideological ones (Murillo & Lozano, 

2006) but can be categorized as internal and external stakeholder demands. 

External stakeholder demands constitute of drivers outside a SME that motivate the company 

to engage in environmental activities (ibid.). The two main stakeholders in this group are 

legislators and the clients. Government bodies are typically acting as legislators and are setting 

requirements of environmental legislation. This legislation is one main driver for SMEs to act 

sustainable (Brammer et al., 2012; Masurel, 2007). Additionally, direct client demands for 
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environmental behaviour have been found as the strictest but not necessarily as the most 

pressing one (Murillo & Lozano, 2006). 

Internal stakeholder demands constitutes for drivers inside a SME that motivate the company 

to engage in environmental activities. These internal stakeholders are primarily the SME’s 

employees. Environmental actions are often directed to improve working conditions, to meet 

employees’ and clients’ expectations, to improve staff commitment and motivation, or to attract 

and retain staff (Maiteny, 2002; Masurel, 2007). Apart from internal and external stakeholder 

demands, there are also other motivators such as competitive differentiation (Murillo & Lozano, 

2006), cost reduction (Maiteny, 2002), and improving the firm’s image (Masurel, 2007) that 

have been found to be smaller motivators. 

Often, compliance with environmental legislation and meeting stakeholder demands is the point 

where the environmental commitment ends for SMEs. Benefits from environmental 

management are often seen as very small (Brammer et al., 2012). Therefore, it may be argued 

that the existing environmental commitments are not directed to improve the environment as 

such (Masurel, 2007). Managers are aware that a company’s social and environmental actions 

affect its economic results. Managers feel as though they cannot go beyond contributing part of 

the company’s professional success to their social and environmental actions. This also 

constitutes for a reason why SMEs often specialize in a small part of sustainability and are not 

pursuing a more comprehensive strategy (Murillo & Lozano, 2006). As previously mentioned 

there are businesses that were able to have a comprehensible strategy for environmental 

sustainability.  

2.3 Ecopreneurs 

Provocatively Gómez-Haro et al. (2015) stated that being small in size alone is not an obstacle 

to environmental advanced behaviour. So-called ecopreneurs state proof for this statement. We 

will use the following definition of Schuyler for ecopreneurs (1998, p.1), since we found it best 

suited for the objective of this study. “Entrepreneurs whose business efforts are not only driven 

by profit, but also by a concern for the environment”, thus, an ecopreneur aims besides for 

financial success also for environmental success. Some ecopreneurs might not see profit as their 

primary goal, yet financial objectives might exist, besides or under the pursuit of environmental 

objectives. This important characteristic distinguishes ecopreneurs from social entrepreneurs as 

social entrepreneurs are often associated with businesses that are not profit driven (Hockerts, 

2006, p. 209). Ecopreneurs often build up new environmental sustainable businesses from 
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scratch, yet there are some SMEs with a long firm history whose owners or managers decided 

at some point to change their processes to become an environmentally friendly business. 

Pointing out the motivational factor of ecopreneurs, Gómez-Haro et al. (2015) defined groups 

of ecopreneurs by the level of their engagement and created a ‘Continuum of Ecopreneurial 

Motivation’ with four increasing levels (p.6). Their model starts at the first and second level 

with an external motivational drive for environmental commitment that SME managers 

normally show, largely based on obeying legislation and following market demands (Biondi et 

al., 2002; Masurel, 2007). The following two levels add a value-drive and an intrinsic 

environmental motivation as driving factors. Kirkwood and Walton (2010) identify this value 

drive as the motivational difference between normal entrepreneurs and ecopreneurs. This very 

strictly drawn line might not represent exactly the reality, since personal motivation is a very 

complex phenomenon. Within the group of ecopreneurial business owners Isaak (2005) 

differentiates between two kinds of companies. So-called ‘green-businesses’ and ‘green-green-

businesses’. The former category’s effort to environmentally friendly behaviour stems from 

two kinds of incentives, namely, business and ethical incentives. These incentives might lead 

the managers of a regular SME to an environmental change. As opposed to green-green 

businesses which are built up as environmentally responsible organizations from scratch (ibid.). 

Coming from Schuyler’s (1998) definition of ecopreneurs and incorporating Isaak’s (2005) 

definition of green businesses and Gómez-Haro et al.’s. (2015) Continuum of Ecopreneurial 

Motivation, this study focuses on SMEs that changed their behaviour at some point due to 

ethical arguments, namely, values. Several scholars identified different barriers impeding this 

change from an average SME to a green-business (e.g. Biondi et al. 2000; Condon, 2004; 

OECD, 2015). In Figure 1 we connect these theories and barriers, building on Gómez-Haro et 

al.’s Continuum of Ecopreneurial Motivation (2015) to illustrate the becoming of a green-

business and an ecopreneur and to help visualizing the combination of different theories treating 

different aspects of the phenomenon ecopreneur. However, it is unlikely that the becoming of 

a green business is a one-time action as the term ‘overcoming of a barrier’ implies, in fact most 

change process in companies require continuous action and happen over a period of time 

(Todnem By, 2005). 
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Figure 1: Becoming of a green-business and an ecopreneur (Authors) 

2.4 Barriers to Environmental Action for SMEs 

There are many solutions and technologies accessible for SMEs which could facilitate a more 

environmentally friendly orientation (Isaak, 2005). Furthermore, it has been stated that due to 

their compact size and flexibility, SMEs have a potential advantage over larger companies when 

approaching or responding to sustainability issues (Condon, 2004). Isaak (2005) specified the 

overall objective to bring environmentally sustainable businesses to a critical mass to pursue a 

sustainable development. And yet, SMEs only show a limited drive to change. That does not 

necessarily mean that they are not interested in a healthy environment, in fact many SMEs 

would like to emphasize sustainability in their business more but as visualized in Figure 1 they 

face certain barriers (Condon, 2004). 

Literature identified many different forms of barriers for SMEs to become more 

environmentally sustainable, which we grouped into two categories: cultural-structural barriers 

and resource barriers (Table 1). Cultural-structural barriers refer to the attitudes, assumptions 

and opinions resulting from a SMEs individual culture and working structure. These barriers to 

an improved environmental behaviour are for instance a lack of understanding of legal 

requirements, assumed little benefits for example in cost reduction, not considering risk 

reduction, the diversity of potential impacts a business has and finding suitable tools (Condon, 

2004). Additionally, the day-to-day business orientation makes SMEs perceive environmental 

issues as secondary (Spence, 1999) and even as additional and unnecessary work (Condon, 

2004). A further barrier was, that SMEs are not aware of their individual environmental impact 

and perceive it as too insignificant (Ammenberg & Hjelm, 2003). Furthermore, due to their 
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day-to-day orientation SMEs normally focus their resources on their core business activities 

(Biondi et al. 2000). Change in the environmental sustainability of a SME is often driven by 

the owner´s values and implemented by them. In some cases, such changes meet resistance by 

the employees (Condon, 2004). 

Resource barriers refer to the resource constraints SMEs feel are holding them back from acting 

more environmentally sustainable. A lack of human resource has been recognized as a strong 

barrier (Condon, 2004; Lepoutre & Heene, 2006; Mandl & Dorr, 2007). Further, especially the 

shortage of necessary knowledge about sustainability has been highlighted (Brammer et al., 

2012; Ammenberg & Hjelm, 2003; Simpson et al., 2004). Other authors mention a lack of 

awareness of support organisations and information sources which we incorporate in the point 

lack of knowledge (OECD, 2015). To buy in the demanded expertise in environmental issues 

is perceived as too expensive for SMEs (Condon, 2004; Lepoutre & Heene, 2006; Mandl & 

Dorr, 2007). Generally, insufficient financial resources are often a reason for SMEs not to 

engage in environmental action (Brammer et al., 2012; Simpson et al., 2004; Tilley, 1999).  For 

the purpose of this study we include in this point also the required quick pay-back time of 

investments because of their restricted financial resources (OECD, 2015). Finally, a lack of 

time is often named as a significant barrier (Condon, 2004). 

Cultural & Structural Barriers Resource Barriers 

 Not considering threat reduction 

 Unawareness of individual impact 

 Assumed little benefit 

 Perception of unnecessary/additional work 

 Narrow focus of resources on core business 

 Diversity of potential impacts 

 Employee Resistance 

 Struggle to find suitable tools 

 Lack of human resources 

 Lack of sustainability knowledge 

 Price of buying in expertise 

 Lack of financial resources 

 Lack of time 

Table 1: Cultural-Structural and Resource Barriers to Environmental Sustainability of SMEs 
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This study focuses on green-businesses with a green-value-drive that made them at some point 

in their company’s history change to a more environmentally friendly behavior. Namely, green-

businesses that made the jump from category 2 to 3 (Figure 1) and according to the introduced 

theory had to overcome these typical SME barriers. At this point, the earlier presented 

differentiation of social entrepreneurs and ecopreneurs is considered as an important factor, 

because the researched objects are profit driven businesses that want to enhance environmental 

objectives without giving up their financial objectives. 

The perceived barriers of SMEs to become more sustainable have attracted some interest. 

However, research looking into these barriers from the different perspective of companies that 

overcame these typically perceived obstacles to environmental sustainability of SMEs is rare. 

Literature on barriers for ecopreneurs is mostly focused on start-ups falling into the category of 

green-green-businesses (see Hoogendoorn et al., 2011; Kearrins & Collins, 2012), which give 

little information for managers with a traditional and established SME that would like to imply 

change. Knowing that most SMEs fail to overcome their perceived barriers to a more 

environmentally sustainable behavior and seeing these ecopreneurial led SMEs succeeding with 

it, this study aims to find out about the perception of barriers to a more environmental 

orientation of managers and employees of ecopreneurial businesses.  
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3 Methodology 

The following chapter provides details on the research design of the study used to address the 

research question. The chapter will start by explaining what research design is used and why it 

is best suitable for the purpose of this study. Hereafter, we will take a deeper look into the 

selected research approach followed by an overview of the data collection process. To end of 

with a description of the data analysis and how ethical concerns have been addressed. 

3.1 Research Design 

This research follows a qualitative comparative design. The empirical data collection of this 

study focuses on gaining in-depth knowledge of the perception and handling of barriers to 

environmental sustainability of these managers and employees of SMEs that implemented 

green changes into their business. By using an abductive approach, we are on the one hand, 

testing current literature of barriers to more environmental sustainable behaviour of 

ecopreneurial businesses. On the other hand, by researching the still young field of barriers for 

ecopreneur run businesses we are intending to contribute to literature. Therefore, in our 

interviews we tried to ask rather open questions, giving the interviewee the opportunity to name 

any issues or barriers perceived in the efforts to more environmental sustainability. This gave 

us the opportunity, to identify in the interviews barriers that were already known from literature, 

but also to be open and perceptive to discover unknown barriers identified by ecopreneurs. 

Building on theory from the multiple case study design we decided to conduct interviews in 

multiple organizations due to the greater analytical benefit and the lower vulnerability (Yin, 

2009, p. 60).  The comparison of the different organizations enables us to identify context 

specific perceived barriers and more comprehensive barriers to environmental sustainability. 

Furthermore, the design helps to discern context specific factors on the perception of such 

barriers. With a comparative in-depth study, we chose a qualitative research approach to gain a 

better understanding of underlying reasons, opinions, and motivations behind companies’ 

perceptions and actions. (Wyse, 2011). Furthermore, it provides deeper insights into problems 

and uncover trends in thought and opinions, which is most accurate when collected or observed 

in real time (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Wyse, 2011; Saunders et al., 2012). We created 

predetermined questions to be ask to the interviewees, while having the possibility to change 

the wording of questions as well as including question during the interview using our own 

discretion. Therefore, we decided that semi-structured interviews would best serve our study 

(Saunders et al., 2012) because they help to explore people’s views, attitudes, values, beliefs, 
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and motives towards barriers of becoming an environmentally sustainable SME (Van 

Teijlingen, 2014). 

To further collect accurate and reliable data, we came to the conclusion that we would need to 

interview multiple people from the company. Due to the intrinsic transition from a regular SME 

to an environmental sustainable one which has an effect on all the hierarchical levels of a 

company. Therefore, by comparing the perceptions and experiences of people from different 

hierarchical levels in different organizations we will be able to gain a richer and more complex 

understanding of people’s perceptions by obtaining information that cannot be generalized to 

other larger groups. However, the research approach lacks so-called hard measures. It only 

provides analyses on the basis of the perception of ecopreneurs and their employees and not on 

their actual behaviour. Nevertheless, considering the objective of this study the chosen method 

appears adequate and useful. Since the purpose of this study is to disclose these subjective 

judgements of ecopreneurs and their employees. Furthermore, similar approaches have been 

proven viable and successful in comparable studies (see Murillo & Lozano, 2006). 

3.2 Selection of Companies 

The selection of companies researched for this study were guided by a theoretical approach. 

The three companies have been chosen due to their relevance to the research question and the 

potential theoretical contribution to the study (Silverman, 2015; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). 

To be relevant for this study the companies had to fulfil three criteria. Firstly, the company had 

to be an SME according to the EU definition (EC, 2003). Secondly, the company had to show 

a dedication to environmental sustainability which goes beyond demands of legislation and the 

market. Thirdly, the company must have made an effort or be on the way to alter into an 

environmentally friendly one, i.e. only green-businesses - companies that are transitioning from 

an environmentally unaware business model to an environmentally sustainable one - were 

considered but not green-green companies. We did not limit our search to a specific industry 

but willingly screened all sectors and different industries to be able to make comparisons of 

different companies within the group of SMEs. 

In order to identify relevant organisations for this study we started by screening networks, 

associations and award lists of green companies and ecopreneurs. At first, we sent interview 

requests to four SMEs in Germany (BeoPlast, Mader, Brewery Härle and Angele 
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Schmiedetechnik) that were awarded with the Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitspreis1 (German 

Sustainability Award) per phone and email. BeoPlast, Mader and Angele Schmiedetechnik 

responded to the initial contact. Eventually, only BeoPlast agreed on participating in our study 

with selected persons. After conducting the interviews via telephone, we met problems that 

were already identified in literature on qualitative research. Like the lack of visual cues that 

may result in loss of contextual and nonverbal data and may also hinder rapport building, 

probing, and interpretation of responses (Saunders et al., 2012). Therefore, we decided to 

concentrate further interviews on local companies in Sweden, Gotland in order to be able to 

visit them. The reason for this was the convenience at making appointments for interviews due 

to the time constraints of this study. Furthermore, it would give us the opportunity to improve 

the reliability with face-to-face interviews but also to see the respondents in their normal 

working environment. Thus, we met the chairman of Produkt Gotland, a network for businesses 

on the Swedish island of Gotland with an interest in a sustainable development (Produkt 

Gotland, 2017). He helped to identify four organizations that could be of interest for our 

research (S:t Clemens Hotell, ImseVimse, Stafva and Widegrens). We contacted these four 

organizations either in person, per phone or email. Ultimately, three of them agreed to 

participate in this study. Namely: ImseVimse, S:t Clemens Hotell and Stafva Gård from which 

the two formerly named were found to be suitable for this study. 

Ultimately, ImseVimse, S:t Clemens and BeoPlast from Germany constitute the research 

objects from which our empirical data was collected (see Appendix 1 for company details). The 

finite scope of the selected companies constitutes one of the study’s limitation, since only single 

companies from few industries are part of it. These industries are: Industrial (plastic parts 

producer), textile producer and hospitality industry. However, a theoretically guided approach 

was used and the selected organizations were identified as exceptional special cases showing 

great potential to contribute to theory (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Certainly, companies run 

by ecopreneurs always constitute for the exception from the rule. To find out about the 

singularities of these special cases and to make this information accessible to traditional SMEs 

are part of the value of this study. 

                                                
1 The Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitspreis or National German Sustainability Award is endorsed by the German Federal 

Government, local business associations as well as numerous NGOs. It is Europe’s most prestigious award in the 

field of sustainability and was established to encourage the acceptance of social and ecological responsibility 

(Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitspreis, 2017) 
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3.3 Data Collection 

Different kinds of empirical data were collected. Semi-structured interviews were recorded as 

well and further supplemented with notes made during the interviews, visits at the companies 

and research done online. 

Interviews 

We conducted seven semi-structured interviews (see Appendix 3 for predetermined questions) 

with eight staff members in three selected companies. In each company we interviewed at least 

two employees from different hierarchical positions. The interviews were conducted in person, 

only the interviews with the employees of the German company were conducted via phone. 

With the agreement of all interviewed persons, the conversations were audio recorded and later 

transcribed (see Appendix 2 for more detailed description about the interviews) 

From these seven interviews, there are three interviews that can be seen as special cases. Firstly, 

the interviews with BeoPlast. Both interviewees requested anonymity, therefore we gave them 

fictional names (see Appendix 2). The interviews were done in German and over the phone. 

The interviews were transcribed in German and then translated to English by the German native 

author. To avoid misinterpretations, the transcripts were additionally checked by a second 

German native. However, we are aware of the potential impacts.  

Secondly, the interview conducted with Marina from S:t Clemens Hotell was in Swedish. 

Therefore we needed to find a native Swedish speaker to conduct the interview. We created 

pre-determined questions that we gave to the translator. Before we went to the interview we 

also gave the translator a brief overview of what the study is about, in order to give him better 

context to the questions. In the beginning of the interview we requested the interviewee to give 

answers in short sentences so that it can be immediately translated, which they were 

comfortable with. However, we are aware of potential complications that may arise because of 

this. 

In some cases, we recognized during the analysis of the collected data that additional 

information is needed to further clarify the message of the statement to gain a better 

understanding. In these instances, we contacted the interviewed person via email to gain the 

required understanding. 
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Notes 

Observations we made in companies we visited personally were written down during or directly 

after the visits. We proceeded similarly with the notes we used to record the behaviour of the 

interviewees during the conversations. These notes serves as a complementary source of 

information to the conducted interviews, giving additional detailed insights about the 

interviewees, their behaviour and the company (Silverman, 2014). 

3.4 Analysis of Data 

The analysis of the collected data followed a several step structure, based on the building of 

categories (Merriam, 2009). In an initial step, the interview transcripts were cautiously read by 

both researchers. We decided to categorize the empirical data according to the individual 

sustainability projects of each company. In the next step, we read through the newly ordered 

data to identify barriers to environmental sustainability that were found in current literature but 

also to discover further, not yet identified types of barriers. Subsequently, we named these new 

kinds of barriers and divided them together with the barriers from literature into categories. We 

then went back to the text, to assess how strong the named barriers were perceived by the 

interviewees. For this purpose, three levels for the perceived difficulty of the barriers were 

established.  

3.5 Research Ethics 

To inform the interviewed persons about the purpose of the interview, we started by explaining 

the topic and goal of this study. To further make sure that the interviewee feels comfortable we 

started each interview by asking if it would be in order if we record the interviews and if it 

would be acceptable to refer to them as person in the study, which all agreed upon except the 

interviewees at BeoPlast (see Appendix 2). In addition, we made it clear that they are not 

obliged to answer any question if they do not want to.  
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4 Results 

The following results section is divided into the four researched companies and finishes with 

an overview of the presented results. Every section starts with an introduction to the researched 

company, providing background information about the company history, the interviewed 

owners and employees, and about the aspirations to environmental sustainability within the 

company. This introduction is followed by the presentation of the results, introducing the 

experiences and perceptions of the ecopreneurs and their employees. This part is subdivided 

into a general part about the company’s sustainability transition and into the companies’ 

particular environmental projects. 

4.1 S:t Clemens Hotell 

S:t Clemens Hotell, which was rated as the best hotel in Sweden according to visitors and 

winner of TripAdvisor’s: “Travellers’ Choice Award 2017” (TripAdvisor, 2017), is a historical 

jewel located on Gotland, Visby a world heritage site. The hotel has nine employees in the 

offseason and seventeen during the season, with an annual revenue of 0.85 million € a year. 

The married couple Menette and Carl together with his parents took over the ownership in 2007. 

From this point on a remodeling of the hotel’s concept was immediately initiated to ensure a 

greener future for generations to come. Driven by this, the owners strove to become the first 

Svanen2-labeled hotel on Gotland. Further projects were initiated, such as the installation of a 

geothermal unit that saves water, they also installed shower and tap flow control valves to 

reduce water flow. Furthermore, they reduced their chemical usage by changing to only using 

water with vinegar and if necessary environmentally friendly cleaning products. Apart from 

these measures changing the hotel breakfast to mainly organic products was a further project. 

Involved in many of these projects is Marina the breakfast host.  She has been working at S:t 

Clemens for over 16 years and is a key figure in the hotel’s green transition. All these projects 

taken together contributed to S:t Clemens becoming an eco-hotel. 

General 

Transitioning into an eco-hotel was a long-lasting process for S:t Clemens and consisted of a 

lot of small steps, that needed to be taken over a period of 10 years. “I think it is just one step 

at a time, you cannot see it the whole picture. Because we have done a lot of work but it has 

                                                
2 The Nordic Swan Ecolabel (Svanen) is the official Nordic Ecolabel administered through consignment of the 

Swedish government by the non-profit state-owned company Ecolabelling Sweden. The Nordic Swan Ecolabel is 

a tool to help consumers choose environmentally-sound products (Nordic Swan Ecolabel, 2017). 
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taken us 10 years.” (Menette). Looking back on the process, both Carl and Menette could see 

how their decision to become environmentally sustainable was less a business decision and 

more a motivation to run their business in a similar way they live their private life (Carl). If not 

for their honest interest in their environmental convictions, the transition might not have been 

as successful. “I think you can´t do it if you are not interested. If you did not have this feeling 

that you would like to build something that would last for 400 years or build something for our 

grandchildren. If you don´t have it in you maybe you would not get the idea from the 

beginning.” (Menette). Carl furthermore believes knowledge about sustainability is one of the 

most significant points for a business to become environmental sustainable and although they 

successfully implemented numerous projects, they still needed to learn a lot in order to reach 

this point. “More and more people have the insight but knowledge is still lacking. And I haven’t 

got knowledge of some perspective so I haven’t done those things because of a lack of 

knowledge, because the information is hard to get or is hard to achieve or hard to understand 

or isn´t there even”. Menette further exemplifies this as she recalls when they wanted to gain 

an eco-certification they had a lack of knowledge in certain areas like cleaning and energy. 

Even after obtaining the certification there would still be times that regulations changed and 

they needed to find this out on their own. “You need to be observant of everything. Because we 

have this dishwasher soap, it is very common it is also in Svanen label. But suddenly they said 

no it has something in it that is not allowed. Then you need to look it in the news just to see it. 

So then products that once worked does not anymore and there we have to be quite 

focused.”(Menette)  Deriving from this Menette came to the prehension that constant control 

and work is needed to stay up to date with legal requirements and make sure employees adhere 

and understand the set standards. 

To stay in control and up to date is a time consuming process. Menette quickly became aware 

of the copious amount of time that would be spent on tasks related to environmental 

sustainability. This includes educating staff but also bureaucratic tasks like filling out forms for 

the eco-certification. She never saw this as a barrier but rather acknowledges it as part of their 

regular business process. “When I do this with the Svanen eco-label, that means that every year 

I need to put down the statistics […] But I think it is part of business. […] You need to have it 

ordered up. So if you have a good routine it is no not a problem” (Menette). Carl adds that even 

though necessary paperwork to acquire the Svanen certification is unpleasant it did not have a 

negative impact on them or their daily business ventures.  
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Menette showed herself aware of the diverse impacts a business has, however, instead of 

disavowing these impacts she describes them as a list of future tasks to improve the hotel 

whenever possible. Reminiscing to days of yore and recalling impacts and obstructions keeping 

them from resolving these impacts, she acknowledged that a lack of money posed an obstacle 

to their green aspirations. According to her, being an environmental sustainable business is 

often perceived as expensive but that at the time they started with their efforts they did not have 

the financial means to do big investments. “So when many people think about having a 

sustainable hotel, they think big investments. They will think heating or electricity or something 

like that, but we could not do that because our money was none at that time. Everything was in 

the buildings”. However, the owners managed to take the first steps to sustainability already in 

the early stages of the hotel with limited financial resources by starting with small investments. 

Carl explained that according to his experience investments in environmental sustainability 

often turn out to be economically beneficial. Although raising the required amount of cash is a 

problem which can take some time. “Usually we look at things, this is green, this is what we 

want to do. Is it good for the economy? Usually it is. So just do it. Like big investments you still 

have to have the cash, so wait for the time when you can afford it” (Carl). With this strategy of 

patience and small steps Carl and Menette were able to overcome these problems. 

Overall Menette and Carl pointed out that their small size and flexibility helped comparing to 

larger hotels to make decisions and implement changes with regards to sustainability, “We 

heard that Best Western and Scandic where in the progress of changing but being a small place, 

and we are the owners working in the business, when we say something we are able to change 

it immediately. So the change went quite fast”. Finally, both claim that having an honest and 

positive attitude towards sustainability in the private life and to comprehensively include their 

employees in the process were important success factors for the change to an eco-hotel. “As I 

try to be sustainable at home, this is my business so I have all the power to do it” (Carl). 

As a final remark Carl shared his dissatisfaction with the lack of recognition eco-hotels get on 

booking websites and believes this constitutes as a barrier for many other hotels to become 

environmentally friendly. He indicates that if this obstacle disappears many businesses in the 

industry will follow. “But when booking starts giving hotels advantages for being eco-labelled 

you will see an explosion of sustainable work within the business”. S:t Clemens Hotell 

compensates this perceived disadvantage with the gained positive reviews, Carl says that S:t 

Clemens might not be booked for being an eco-hotel but people come back and recommend the 

hotel because of the positive atmosphere that is created thanks to its sustainability. 
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Recycling of Garbage 

Carl and Menette followed the principal of running their business as they live their private life, 

constituting for their first project: recycling of garbage. In excitement Menette explains how 

they initiated this project and that by building an extra room for the sorting of garbage they 

immediately improved the aesthetics of the hotel as the previous area for garbage was at the 

entrance of the hotel. Even though this proved to be a major improvement initially it was met 

with resistance from some employees. “When we started to bring this up she was like, yeah but 

I don´t need to sort my garbage. I don´t have any plastic. Then I said, but can´t we just try it 

and see what happens. And she said of course.” (Menette). After a trial run its use was quickly 

recognized and acknowledged. “And it took one day until she said: I was really wrong, most of 

my garbage is plastic” (Menette). Marina additionally confirmed that some changes were a 

little hard for her to adapt to in the beginning and that she had some scepticism to new changes 

but after about a year she even started incorporating sustainability into her own lifestyle.  

Today, to include the staff comprehensively yearly meetings are arranged where every 

employee is supposed to propose what can be improved in his or her position. Yet, the hotel 

also hires seasonal staff which is not included in this process. This has been recognized as a 

problem by both of the owners, because the importance of minor tasks like sorting garbage is 

not always perceived by the seasonal staff. To address this issue the seasonal staff receives an 

education about the hotels objectives and the importance of the environmental tasks 

Svanen Certification 

After implementing the recycling of waste successfully, new innovative projects were needed 

to bring S:t Clemens closer to the owners environmental goals. The owners decided to use an 

eco-certification by the Swedish Svanen organisation to achieve this. The detailed guideline, 

provided by the certification organization helped the company to further identify the right areas 

from where to start improvements. “So, you can earn different points in different areas. So we 

looked at what we can do. It was a very good model for us” (Menette). 

Starting with the installation of water saving shower heads and taps as their next project and 

first small investment, they reduced the usage of water by 50%. “It cost us 12.000 SEK (1240 

€) to put it in every room and that was quite a lot of money at that time, but in three months´ 

time we had gained the cost and it was 50% less water.” (Menette). Surprisingly for the owners 

this investment in sustainability paid of economically very quickly, with a return on investment 
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in three months. On top of that this project helped them to acquire the Svanen eco-certification. 

A factor complicating the acquisition of the certificate was the lack of an eco-friendly washing 

company on the island. Leaving them with no other alternative than to cooperate with an 

uncertified washing company. 

Sustainable Breakfast 

Next the hotel had the decision to acquire an additional certification for its breakfast but decided 

not to, due to the required bureaucratic effort and costs compared to the little benefits it would 

bring. “Actually, we chose not to have the KRAV3-label for our breakfast. But that was too 

much. Because we still can say that everything, not everything but a lot of products are KRAV. 

And the KRAV also has a strange system. […] The guest won´t understand, just the real 

environmental nerds like you and me and I do not think that our guests are really ready yet.” 

(Carl). Marina remembered that around 2008 it was hard to find the right products because the 

suppliers did not have a large assortment of organic products which further complicated the 

purchase of KRAV products. Still the hotel had the goal to have an organic breakfast with 

locally produced products. This would be difficult to achieve due to the fact that they struggle 

to find the right partner. “We would also like to be produced on Gotland and here is the 

problem, because we don´t have contact with the farmers. Many of the Gotlandic products are 

first sent to the mainland and then we get it back here” (Menette). Furthermore, Menette would 

like having only locally produced seasonal products for their guest but that “means that they 

cannot have tomatoes every day and not cucumber every day, because we live in Sweden. So 

that in itself is a problem”. Carl on top of this has the dream of having a vegetarian breakfast 

but realized this would mean a limited variety of food at the breakfast buffet which most guest 

would not like and some might even punish the hotel with bad reviews. “I would like to be 

vegetarian, I would like to have a meat free breakfast. That also like, when can we do that? If 

we do that now maybe we get a lot of bad reviews, possibly”. Furthermore, as previously 

experienced the hotel regularly faced barriers when partners or suppliers had to be involved in 

their efforts for enhanced sustainability. These were often small things like, finding the right 

napkins. “We called them and said that we want to have eco-napkins. They were like, do you 

really want to have yellow napkins or dirty beige. […]. Environmental is not nice, it is beige 

                                                
3 KRAV is a Swedish organization that develops and maintains regulations for ecological sustainable agriculture 

(KRAV, 2017).  

 



21 

 

and its yellow, it´s ugly. So, we had to do a lot of work ourselves. And google products and then 

tell them, but this is a product you can order for us” (Menette).  

Chemical Free Cleaning 

The changing of the cleaning method required no investment, but only a leap of faith. Cleaning 

was always difficult due to the high levels of calcium oxide in the water (result from limestone 

quarries on the island the hotel is located on). This was achieved by switching to water and 

vinegar in combination with using a micro-fibre cloth. Changing the cleaning method also had 

a positive impact on the employees since the formerly used cleaning chemicals affected their 

health. Carl and Menette both exclaimed that we as society live under the impression that 

without cleaning chemicals it is not possible to clean properly and eliminate odour, which is 

clearly not the case. “We clean without chemicals at all. And everybody feels better and it is 

cleaner, actually. People say it doesn´t work but no, its knowledge, it does work.” (Menette). 

Marina also adds that she was sceptic at first but after seeing that it worked in practise she even 

started using it in her own home. 

Zero Energy Project 

At some point the hotel wanted to improve its energy consumption but realized that they were 

missing the knowledge to do that. To solve this problem the business applied for an EU 

projected called nearly zero energy hotels (neZEH). Participating in this project provided the 

opportunity for a free energy consultation and energy audit. These examinations led to the 

suggestion to use geothermal heating. “We haven’t been working with energy because we don’t 

have the knowledge about it and through the project we could get some consultancy. To make 

a scan or a report for the hotel, what would be recommended. That’s how we found knowledge” 

(Carl). The project demanded a large investment. Looking back Menette acknowledged that the 

decision to make an investment in geothermal energy was not easy because it took resources 

away from their core business. “We have been talking a long time about this project. Because 

600 000 SEK (62 184 €) is a lot of money and we can make three bathrooms for that price. So, 

you always prioritize, because it is a boring investment and you can´t see it”. Receiving the 

energy audit and knowing that they would have a return on investment in 6 years facilitated the 

decision for the owners, since Menette and Carl both point out the cost saved on energy will be 

substantial for the business. Carl would also as a long-term goal like to use solar power to 

become energy independent but due to the world heritage status of the building and the city the 

hotel is located in, he thinks it will not be possible to obtain a permission for such a project. He 
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stated that “the technology is not good looking enough. I don’t know I haven’t tried. But I think 

I haven’t seen any solar panels around the town so I think it will be really hard to get the 

admission to put it on”. 

4.2 BeoPlast 

The company BeoPlast is a typical SME with 70 employees and a turnover of 10 million €. 

Located in the small town Langenfeld in the west of Germany. BeoPlast develops and produces 

plastic components for customers, mainly in the automotive industry. Family owned for over 

25 years, the owners decided in 2013 for a realignment of the company towards sustainability 

by establishing an environmental management system. In 2015 BeoPlast became the first 

carbon neutral production company in its industry. In the course of this change the German 

word ‘nachhaltig’, meaning sustainability, became part of the new logo. In 2016 BeoPlast was 

awarded top 5 sustainable SME in Germany. The company offers plant based plastic products 

as an alternative to regular oil based plastic (BeoPlast, 2017b). Furthermore, large investments 

were made in recycling facilities and also in their own production of renewable energies through 

solar and wind. Additionally, BeoPlast puts a lot of effort into convincing stakeholders like 

suppliers and customers to follow their example, and to establish an environmental management 

system. Therefore, the company’s CEO engages in associations promoting more corporate 

sustainability (Deutscher Nachhaltigkeitspreis, 2016). The company’s goal is profitability in 

accordance with sustainability, clearly declaring sustainability as a company objective 

(BeoPlast, 2017c). The driving force behind the company´s transition was Günther, the CEO of 

the company who was inspired by a conversation with his son in 2013 to change his business. 

The former quality manger Connor was assigned with the environmental management position 

in the company and became environmental and quality manager. 

General 

The green transition BeoPlast underwent was a process that took several years, starting in 2013 

when Günther´s son confronted him with his environmentally irresponsible behaviour, driving 

the short distance from home to the company several times a day with his big six-cylinder diesel 

engine car. He transferred his resulting personal lifestyle change to his company. Looking back 

on the change he specifically mentioned that an honest conviction is necessary for a project like 

this. “It is just possible if you also have such a way of thinking in your private life. You cannot 

live a bipolar life. […] Also for the employees you have a role model character”. This role 

model character appears to have rubbed off. Connor expressed similarly the importance of 
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implementing such a change “out of conviction, regardless of gaining new customers or not”. 

Albeit, the transition was not seen as a whole from the beginning. Connor remembered that in 

the initial stage, in order to find practical solutions the management came together to discuss 

what the company can do to improve its environmental sustainability. However, at this point it 

was not yet clear that the company will be subjected to such a comprehensive change. Connor 

perceived it as a process that took several steps. “We did not want to change completely to a 

green business. Firstly, we wanted to be certified. The thing with completely green came 2015”. 

Günther and Connor, both assessed the change as smoothly and named several reasons for that. 

Connor mentioned the short ways within the company and the dedication of Günther the boss 

to simplify the process. “We are a relatively small company, we have short ways and since I 

worked closely with the management, because our boss cared very much about it, we actually 

did not have problems”. Günther himself also saw being a SME as an advantage and 

particularly the comfortable situation of the company. “I do not need to ask a bank, no 

shareholders, no partner, these are decisions here at BeoPlast”. Moreover, Günter´s own 

strong position in the company facilitated for him the implementation of the change. “For me 

there were no internal barriers, because I am a little like the absolute ruler. And if I want to do 

something it can be done”. However, he is also aware of the effects his aspiration towards more 

environmental sustainability had on the company´s finances. Some of the investments Günther 

decided on were economically adverse and reduced the company´s overall revenue, 

nevertheless he did not perceive this as a barrier due to his personal enthusiasm but also the 

expectation that these investments will pay back later on, when the market learned to appreciate 

them. “Surely, it was an investment that cost me some of my return, but this, personally, is it 

worth for me. On the other hand, it is also an investment in the future because I assume that at 

some point our customers will appreciate our efforts and that the return on investment will not 

show immediately but in mid-term”. Presently, this appreciation for BeoPlast´s environmental 

efforts is still not expressed by the company´s customers. Günther experiences this as frustrating 

but expects an improvement in the future. “What is a little frustrating, that from the side of our 

customers it is not honoured at all. We are trying to include our customers and suppliers but 

this does not meet much interest, even though we show successfully how it works” 

Thus, regarding the choice of their own suppliers Günther says they are trying to choose 

suppliers according to price while keeping in mind their environmental performance. “We 

nominated suppliers according to their compliance with certain environmental criteria”. To 

make the internal processes work, the affected regular employees in the production required 
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some education about the importance of environmental sustainability, while Connor who 

became more directly involved as responsible for the environmental management perceived his 

new task as a positive challenge and was glad to be included in this new project from the 

beginning. “I thought that was good, that it was interesting. I was happy, it was a new 

challenge. It was something that we did not have before, we implemented it. I was included 

from the beginning. I did not know what was expecting me”. 

Environmental Management System 

In the initial meeting, the management decided to establish an environmental management 

system according to ISO 140014. To acquire the necessary knowledge and expertise the 

company hired a consultant to commence the project. This was the very first step on BeoPlast´s 

route to environmental sustainability. Connor, to whom this task was mainly assigned to, 

assessed the process in retrospect as rather simple. His primary concerns turned out to be 

unfounded and he was surprised how easy the process was. “That worked all seamless, we did 

not have big complications. […] When I think about it now it was really easy. At the beginning 

you obviously wonder – certification, will this work?- but it was actually easy”. He admitted 

that the project cost some money and required some time but neither Connor nor Günther 

perceived this as a problem. “It worked and it was relatively easy, it just cost some money. Well, 

of course also time”. When asked about the amount of time invested for the sustainability 

measures by the different employees, Connor stated that the total amount is insignificant. 

According to him the staff in the production, apart from the necessary waste separation was not 

affected by it, the procurement only had to change few suppliers and for himself as the quality 

and environmental manager he estimates his dedicated time for the complete environmental 

management 15 to 20 hours a month. When touched upon the subject again Connor mentioned 

that the education of the staff in the production for the newly implemented waste separation 

was the biggest issue. “To tell the people how to separate the waste, that was probably the most 

difficult”. The reason for this was the division of the employees in three shifts which made a 

one-time education impracticable and caused additional efforts. 

Carbon Neutral Company 

For BeoPlast, becoming a carbon neutral company was one of the largest environmental 

projects, affecting diverse areas of the business. Before the implementation of this project the 

                                                
4 ISO is an independent international organization which develops international industry standards. 14001 is the 

designation for a standard for environmental management systems (ISO, 2017) 
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company attained help from a consultant working at a certification organization, that would 

help identify the company´s areas of improvement. “Of course, the thing with the climate 

neutral company, there we had a consulting conversation with the TÜV5. That is what you have 

and that is what you have to do”. The measures taken were namely, to change all company 

vehicles to electric ones including the forklift, to purchase green-energy and additionally 

installing own solar panels. Even the grass cutting became carbon neutral since the lawn of the 

company estate is now taken care of by two Breton dwarf sheep. Connor experienced the 

procurement of green energy as uncomplicated, yet showed himself well-aware of the extra cost 

it brings but perceived it was marginal compared to the whole energy costs of the company and 

therefore not a problem. “Green energy everyone can purchase that is not a work of art. 

Financially, it also does not matter much. I think we are at about ten or twenty thousand euros. 

That is not a lot of money for a company”. Furthermore, Günther assessed the purchase of 

electric company cars as economically adverse. He stated that if he would think exclusively 

economically he had to buy diesel cars because also the lower operating cost of electric cars 

would not equalise the higher acquisition cost, nonetheless, he took this decision knowingly. 

According to Günther the whole project had very little effect on regular employees, if any they 

were positive through the reduced pollution. “Well, the staff was relatively little affected by the 

changes we made. When we now get green-energy no one will recognize in comparison to 

normal energy. Ok well there is now an electric forklift instead of the combusting one, but that 

is rather pleasant because it does not make any noise and it basically does not have any exhaust 

gases”. 

Plant Based Plastic 

To offer an environmentally friendly plant based alternative to the company´s regular crude oil 

based plastic products is so far only partly successful. Günther identified the reason for this in 

the complexity of the end products, which BeoPlast only contributes a minor part. BeoPlast´s 

customers are often car producers. For these exclusively economically driven companies buying 

more expensive environmentally friendly parts if they just make up a minimal part of the end 

product does not bring any benefit. This minimal environmentally sustainable part of the 

product is not a selling argument and only constitutes higher costs. “The more complex a 

component is the harder it is to convince the end consumer. We are working 90% in the 

                                                
5 TÜV is the German Technical Inspectation Association (Technischer Überwachungs Verein). It is an independent 

organization controlling and certifying the safety and conformity with rules and legislation of products, vehicles, 

devices and factory-plants. TÜV offers consultancy, inspection, tests, expert reports, certifications, and training 

(TÜV, 2017). 
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automotive industry and when there are somewhere three or four parts made of a climate 

neutral and organic material, the Volkswagen or Mercedes-Benz cannot make a marketing 

campaign out of it” (Günther).  

Wind Turbine 

The most recent environmental project of BeoPlast is the construction of an own wind turbine 

to make the company more independent from purchasing green-energy. Both Günther and 

Connor showed some pride in having a project of this size, however, they are currently stuck in 

the negotiations with the owner of the neighbouring property. “We have a wind turbine project 

at the moment. With a 30-meter high mast. […] But at the moment the project is bogged down 

a little. We are in negotiations with the property neighbour. Depending on how this ends […] 

it will determine where the turbine will be build” (Günther). 

4.3 ImseVimse 

ImseVimse is a Swedish producer of healthy and environmentally friendly textile products for 

women and children located in Visby. The company originates from the health problems Marie 

Walleberg’s daughter got from wearing disposable diapers. In 1988 ImseVimse was founded 

and started as an importer of washable diapers. Around 1993 when ImseVimse faced problems 

with its supplier, Marie decided to start producing own products. Today ImseVimse consists of 

10 employees and has a revenue of about 1.9 million €, while selling to over 50 countries 

worldwide. Mainly they are producing in Europe, mostly Latvia and Turkey. The company 

engages in a comprehensive approach to environmental sustainability and set itself the goal to 

become the most environmentally friendly in the industry. Nearly all cotton used by ImseVimse 

is organic according to the control union certification. To ensure suppliers adhere to this the 

company conducts annual onsite audits. Furthermore, the company successfully underwent the 

certification process of OEKO-TEX6 certification. Moreover, ImseVimse show aspirations 

towards improving the sustainability of their packaging for instance 100 percent of the used 

paper packaging material is FSC7 certified. Additionally, the energy demand of the office and 

                                                
6 OEKO-TEX® Standard 100 is an independent testing and certification system for textile raw materials, 

intermediate and end products at all stages of production. Aiming to make textile products from conventional 

production having undergone laboratory testing for harmful substances obvious to consumers by using a label. 

Textiles with this label are proven to remain below the set limit values for certain harmful substances (OEKO-

TEX®, 2017). 
 
7 Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is an international non-profit, multi-stakeholder organization established to 

promote responsible management of the world’s forests. The FSC does this by setting standards on forest products, 

along with certifying and labelling them as eco-friendly (Forest Stewardship Council, 2017). 
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warehouse is covered with locally produced wind power (ImseVimse, 2017). Recently, Therése 

Lindström took over the CEO position from Marie Walleberg. Marie remains the owner and 

operates as a product analyst. The person responsible for the production and procurement is 

Liselotte Vigström who is working in the company as a product manager since 2005. 

General 

The company’s green dedication stems partly from its demanding customers. Marie identified 

ImseVimse’s customer’s as well educated and informed middle to upper class families that are 

concerned about their children’s health and the environment. Because the company had such 

an engaged group of customers from the early stages, the decision towards an environmental 

orientation did not meet opposition within the firm which was also significantly smaller at that 

time. Marie perceived it in retrospect as a mutual agreement. “We were only like three people 

at that time, so we agreed”. At this point the company acted as a pioneer and perceived itself 

as such until today. However, Therése and Liselotte came to realize that the company’s 

surroundings changed and the market adapted to the customer demands. ImseVimse failed to 

keep up with these developments and had to give up its pioneer position. “We thought our 

products was the best, and that we were being sustainable, but everything is developing and 

changing and time has come to take bigger steps”. 

One of the problems that have been recognized at ImseVimse is the cost of sustainability 

measures. “It is a tricky question when you are a small company. You always wonder do you 

have enough money and what will it cost more” (Therése). As stated by Therése, these limited 

resources define the scope the company has for its environmental actions and forces the 

management to thoughtfully select the right measures. “We are a small company with small 

resources we need to choose the right thing to do, because we cannot do everything at once”. 

Apart from limited financial resources the lack of human resources also poses a problem for the 

company’s sustainability efforts and creates a limit for them. “At least what we can manage, 

because we are small and we do not have the resources. We need money and people to do it”. 

In correlation to the limited human resources is the time each employee has available. A lack 

of time can create a problem for sustainability efforts. For instance, ImseVimse had to change 

its suppliers several times in its history due to its green aspirations. The time necessary to find 

and examine new suppliers was perceived as tiresome. For Liselotte time also plays an 

important role in another dimensions for instance the transportation of the products. The 

environmental friendliness of the transport also depends on the required amount of time which 
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is determent by the choice of the transport medium. When ordering from overseas the options 

are sea freight or air cargo. Using sea is the less polluting option but requires a sufficient amount 

of time and advance planning because it takes significantly longer than air cargo. For shorter 

distances, better communication and especially a higher controllability ImseVimse’s 

management chooses today to cooperate with suppliers in Europe instead of China and India. 

This is the more expensive option but in the eyes of Therése this additionally benefits their 

environmental objectives. 

Organic Cotton 

The decision to produce products with organic cotton came in the year 2000. In the same year 

Marie contacted one of their suppliers and asked if he could provide them with organic material. 

This supplier negated, leaving Marie in a position where she had to find another option or had 

to wait until suppliers are ready to supply them with the desired products at an acceptable price. 

Eventually, Marie managed to find a supplier of organic cotton by cooperating with a bigger 

Swedish company.  “I was a little bit lucky because I contacted a company in Sweden, a really 

big company. I saw they made ads about organic bed linen. I thought, if they can do that they 

have the raw material and I was really surprised when they said that it was possible”. From 

the Swedish company she received the contact of their supplier for organic cotton in Estonia. 

This enabled ImseVimse to manufacture organic products. Nevertheless, Marie described the 

change of suppliers as a difficult step for a small company. A few years later, ImseVimse was 

again forced to find a new supplier because the Estonian company had to close down parts of 

its production facility. Marie pointed out that the change of supplier in itself was again difficult, 

but to find a producer became much easier. Eventually, she found a partner that produced for 

the same price at a higher quality. 

At the same time the customers’ demands posed a motivation for ImseVimse’s sustainability, 

the early aspirations of the company to produce organic were restricted by the price sensitivity 

of the customers. In 1998 some years before the company made the transition to organic cotton, 

Marie was already informing herself about such a step but decided that the necessary increase 

in price due to 70% higher material cost would not be tolerated by the customers. She identified 

this as the biggest issue for changing to organic products. Today, the majority of the company´s 

products are organic, however a small number of products are not. One reason for this is the 

same as 1998. A change to organic would require an increase in price, which Liselotte perceives 

as to high for the customers to accept. Yet, many of ImseVimse’s products changed to organic 
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for which prices had to be increased. In these cases, Liselotte pointed out, the amount in price 

increase was of a bearable range for the customers. She also stated that the other reason for not 

producing completely organic is that they do not perceive an alternative. The specific products 

that are not organic are produced in Pakistan where organic cotton can only be bought in 

amounts that are too large for the company to process within a reasonable timeframe. 

OEKO-TEX Certification 

When referring to obtaining an OEKO-TEX certification for ImseVimse Marie highlighted the 

complexity of the process. She perceived the project as difficult because it affected every part 

of every product of the company. Besides that, it required the cooperation of all suppliers since, 

a lot of information and several documents had to be collected. Liselotte, who was assigned the 

to the task of acquiring the certification stated that it was necessary for her, to get 

knowledgeable about the details of the process and what kind of materials could be used for 

every product before the initiation of the project started.  

Thereafter, she conveyed that there was a time effort to collect all the necessary documents for 

the certification. “They solve it but it takes time and I have to start almost half a year before 

the time to get the documents”. Even though suppliers in Europe were chosen due to the easier 

communication, some issues with a Turkish supplier occurred. The supplier did not understand 

why Liselotte needed so many documents for the certification and was getting impatient. 

Therése identified this as partly a matter of cultural differences and a lack of empathy from the 

partner. Since, similar problems occurred with several other partners as well, the collection of 

all the necessary documents for acquiring the OEKO-TEX certification was described as a large 

effort. It required numerous requests to the supplier. Additionally, these documents had to be 

controlled in detail because they often expire after two years which the suppliers were not aware 

of. Suppliers sometimes struggled with the very detailed requirements and complexity. “It felt 

it was difficult for the supplier to understand all these steps before they had their certification 

themselves” (Marie). 

Sustainable Packaging 

A further company goal is sustainable packaging. The management strives to use as little 

packaging as possible and have the necessary packaging as sustainable as possible. However, 

these efforts of the company met some difficulties. Firstly, in some markets certain kinds of 

packaging are demanded from the customers. “Like Italian people want their package in a 
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plastic bag, so it is sealed and no one can touch it” (Liselotte). Secondly, an attempt to improve 

the environmental friendliness of the product packaging failed due to immature technology. 

Some of ImseVimse’s products were packed in degradable plastic bags, however this material 

degraded too fast, resulting in still unsold products falling out of their package in the warehouse. 

Thus, Marie saw no other option than using regular plastic packaging. “This was so degradable 

that it was already broken in the warehouse. So, they were a little too good. So, we had to 

change that actually because for us it was not possible to go fully out with that” (Marie). 

Sustainability Project 

The newly appointed CEO Therése and Liselotte recognized that ImseVimse have to adapt in 

order to keep up with the current level of corporate environmental sustainability. For this 

reason, they made plans for a comprehensive sustainability project. Due to the regular staff’s 

time constraints, a new employee is going to be hired whose function is to exclusively focus on 

improving the company’s sustainability. Part of this person’s task will be to additionally acquire 

expert knowledge which is currently missing in the company by collaborating with specialists. 

“Someone who is responsible for the project here and can solely focus on that and keep it 

together. And we will cooperate with experts” (Therése). According to Marie a present 

consideration in the company is to obtain a new more demanding OEKO-TEX certification in 

the course of this sustainability project. Nonetheless, Marie also voiced some concerns about 

the acquisition since, it requires a very high degree of transparency concerning about the origin 

of materials, the suppliers and production facilities. She acknowledges this as a positive aspect 

for the customer, yet at the same time they would have to expose all this information to 

competitors “This is like heaven for the consumers and like hell for the producers”. Marie sees 

this as a threat and thinks they only can reveal this kind of information if they have strong 

agreements with their partners. The suppliers Marie spoke to about this subject did not show 

much interest in it yet because also for them it signifies a much higher level of transparency. It 

reminded her of the time when she was struggling to find organic cotton because of the 

suppliers’ resistance but she is sure if the consumers demand the certification it will prevail. “I 

can recognize that from the starting when we wanted the organic cotton. […] So the consumers, 

that are the ones that are deciding how it should be done”. 
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4.4 Overview 

The following two tables (Table 2 & Table 3) give a visual description of the study’s results. 

Table 2 shows which of the in literature identified barriers were perceived by the researched 

companies and how strong. There are four distinct categories. Barriers that were mentioned but 

were not perceived as an obstacle by the interviewees (<), barriers which were perceived as 

problems but were overcome fairly easy (-), barriers that strongly hindered their sustainability 

efforts (>) and barriers that were not mentioned or perceived at all (≠). Table 3 follows the same 

logic but deals with the new barriers that were discovered in the scope of this study. 

Barriers from Theory Hotell S:t Clemens BeoPlast ImseVimse 

Lack of Money - < > 

Lack of Time - < > 

Lack of Sustainability 

Knowledge 
> - 

- 

Employee Resistance - < < 

Narrow Focus of 

Resources on Core 

Business 

> ≠ ≠ 

Diversity of Potential 

Impacts 
< ≠ ≠ 

Assumed Little 

Benefits 
> ≠ ≠ 

Lack of Human 

Resources 
≠ ≠ > 

Table 2: Barriers from theory perceived by ecopreneurs and employees 

 

Discovered Barriers Hotell S:t Clemens BeoPlast ImseVimse 

Partners and 

Suppliers 
> > > 

Customer and 

Market Demands 
> - > 

Rectitude > > ≠ 

Constant Work - ≠ > 

Lack of Alternative > ≠ > 

Complexity ≠ < - 

Transparency 

Demands 
≠ ≠ - 

Table 3: Additional barriers perceived by ecopreneurs and employees 
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5 Discussion 

The preceding section is divided into three categories discussing barriers imposed by external 

factors, barriers due to limited resources, and barriers created by the business structure and 

culture of a company. To further clarify our findings, we examine the individual importance 

but also the interconnection of barriers, as well as the perception of the interviewees, their 

individual motivation and how they managed to overcome these obstacles. We validated our 

findings against current theory and made suggestions for supplements to it. 

5.1 External Barriers 

One of the main findings of this study and a point widely blinded out by current literature are 

barriers that external factors pose on the sustainability aspirations of ecopreneurs and their 

companies. A company is not a closed system but interacts with its surroundings, influencing 

them and gets influenced by them. We found in this study that partners and suppliers as well as 

customers and the market are the strongest factors having an effect on companies with 

environmental objectives. Apart from that there are further external factors, for example a lack 

of alternative for environmental damaging actions. The research of these three companies 

showed a high dependence on partners in business processes. Thus, when wanting to change 

these processes a certain degree of cooperation from their partners is required. Impediments 

occur when these partners are not able or willing to cooperate. The reasons behind it can be 

various and sometimes complex, as Liselotte at ImseVimse found when she named cultural 

differences and understanding as difficulties. The process of changing and above all finding the 

right supplier was mostly a substantial obstacle for the two smaller companies, S:t Clemens and 

ImseVimse. It made an extensive effort to negotiate with current suppliers or to find new 

suitable ones necessary. 

Sometimes the lack of a suitable partner even influenced the environmental performance of the 

researched companies, as it is the case with S:t Clemens since there is no environmentally 

friendly washing company on the island the hotel is located on. As suggested by Menette from 

S:t Clemens, to cooperate with companies with identical objectives can be a solution to create 

the demand on the market and to generate incentives for potential suppliers. This argument is 

supported by the observation some ecopreneurs and their employees made. They stated that in 

recent years it became considerably easier to find suitable suppliers for green products thanks 

to the general higher demand. Moreover, suppliers became more cooperative in environmental 

issues, as environmental and climate protection grew into a topic of global relevance. This 
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indicates a continuation of this development. Nevertheless, apart from suppliers, other partners 

can exert influence due to their own interest. This corresponds to Günther’s experience with the 

construction of BeoPlast’s own wind turbine. The project is presently held up by negotiations 

with the owner of the neighbouring property demonstrating that not only direct market players 

can have a significant influence.  

However, still most influences come from other market players, for instance customers. Similar 

to the influences of suppliers and partners the customer demands as an external factor have been 

largely overseen and are therefore, part of the most interesting findings of this study. Most 

businesses would probably name the interest of their customers as the most important driver for 

their actions, however, in the area of barriers to more environmentally sustainable actions this 

did not find much acknowledgment yet. Interestingly, in literature customer and market 

demands are recognized as drivers for sustainability (Gómez-Haro et al., 2015) as well as by 

the managers of the companies researched in this study. At the same time, all ecopreneurs in 

this study state that the demands of their customers represent a large obstacle to a stronger 

environmental sustainability of the company. It seems like the boundaries set by this factor limit 

the actions of companies to a certain spectrum. We assume that ecopreneurs, with their intrinsic 

motivation that goes beyond usual market demands, meet and test the upper limits of this scope 

of action. Regular SMEs are lacking this intrinsic motivation and therefore, probably never 

reach these limits with their environmental efforts. Since, most research is focused on regular 

SMEs, customer and market demands are still underrepresented in literature. Nevertheless, 

most of the interviewed ecopreneurs recognized it as a factor that often prevented them from 

more environmental friendly businesses practices. The issue was partly related to the fact that 

more environmental sustainability often results in a higher product price, which customers are 

not ready to pay. The company BeoPlast is experiencing that with its more expensive plant 

based plastic products due to the market not being ready for such products. 

In some cases, price does not play the most important role but rather customers’ preferences. 

ImseVimse for instance had to adapt to the demands of the Italian market and put their usually 

unpacked products into plastic bags. Due to these market requirements, the mangers saw no 

other alternative. This lack of alternative for unsustainable businesses practices is a further 

barrier primarily perceived by businesses that touch upon the limits of the market’s given scope 

of action, hence this point is strongly connected to other market players, particularly partners 

and customers. When wanting to improve the environmental performance of the company, 

managers of regular SMEs might look for tested and secure options. Ecopreneurs´ intrinsic 
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motivation drives them to find new alternatives that go beyond the established. As a result, they 

sometimes meet their limits. The pioneer efforts at ImseVimse for a sustainable product 

packaging with degradable plastic failed due to immature technology and left them no 

alternative than to use regular plastic packaging. Though, taking history and current life into 

consideration and the positive developments the interviewed ecopreneurs experienced over the 

last years, we are positive that through time and innovation this obstacle will at some point be 

resolved as new alternatives are created daily. 

5.2 Resource Barriers 

Lack of money, time, human resources and knowledge are all constructs that fall under resource 

barriers. Evidently all of these constructs where faced at some point during the transition from 

a traditional SME to a green business but what makes this case so much more interesting is the 

fact that the process of becoming a greener business is ongoing. These constructs can be 

classified into two different types of resources. On the one hand you have traditional resources 

consisting of money, time and human resources. Whereas, knowledge shows some individual 

characteristic distinguishing it from traditional resources. Even though we found a lack of 

resources not to be the strongest barrier, these impediments are constantly experienced and it 

can be derived from the results that resource barriers are often interconnected with other kinds 

of barriers.  

In accordance with what literature suggests in two of the three researched companies the 

ecopreneurs admitted that for small companies a lack of money always consist as a barrier for 

a stronger environmental engagement, however, BeoPlast CEO contradicts this statement by 

explicitly saying, that money was not a problem at all. A reason for this discrepancy might be, 

that even though BeoPlast is a SME, it is by far the biggest of the researched companies. 

Therefore, set side by side with the others, even larger investments are relatively smaller 

compared to the company´s total revenue. This might also be one of the reasons why larger 

SMEs are more often environmentally engaged than smaller ones (Studer et al., 2008). 

Nevertheless, smaller businesses managed to overcome the financial barrier by starting with 

comparably small projects and investments. Pursuant to theory SMEs often avoid 

environmental investments because it usually pays back rather slowly and they are in need of 

the cash for their daily business. At most a pay-back time of three years would be accepted 

(OECD, 2015). S:t Clemens Hotell contradicts this theory. The first investment in water saving 

shower heads had a tremendously quick return on investment after a period of three months. 

Moreover, a return on investment in 6 years of the more recent and larger investment in a 
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geothermal unit was perceived as a rather fast pay back, even though it is double the amount of 

time defined as acceptable in theory. 

On the other hand, at BeoPlast Günther did not expect financial benefits from their 

environmental efforts and accepts that the company is sacrificing some revenue. He rather 

anticipates a green development of the industry and the economy in general. Hence, BeoPlast 

provides an example of an ecopreneur willing to take economically adverse decisions to be 

environmentally friendly. Yet, often environmentally friendly decisions do not signify financial 

detriment for the businesses. All of the interviews highlighted the positive effects many of the 

environmental projects have for their companies. Among others they mentioned the potential 

of cost reduction, increased productivity, and an improved atmosphere in the company. 

Furthermore, BeoPlast´s CEO draws also personal satisfaction from the company´s 

engagement. 

Although environmental projects can have various positive impacts on a company’s processes, 

a lack of time can still hinder these aspirations which were mentioned by seven of the eight 

interviewed people in the three case companies. However, the evaluations of it varied 

significantly. Menette from S:t Clemens Hotell’s alludes to the applied time effort as part of 

their daily business and not as an additional endeavour, which could result from the fact that 

the businesses environmental goals and their financial ones are seen as equally relevant. In the 

case of ImseVime a lack of time is only experienced in certain situations for instance in 

transport, when choosing a slower method it can affect business processes negatively. When it 

is about the time the management or employees must spend on environmental issues it is 

acknowledged as an additional time effort but not as a large obstacle. This willing acceptance 

of extra work can state evidence for the value driven motivation of the people in the company. 

At BeoPlast a lack of time was not noticed as a problem, since according to Günther and 

Connor, most green projects do not affect the company´s employees much timewise. The 

influence of those projects that do have an effect on the employees is perceived as marginal, by 

the interviewed managers. This might be due to the opportunity to distribute the necessary time 

effort for sustainability tasks to more people in a larger company. Unfortunately, directly 

conducting interviews with the staff was not possible to verify this statement of the higher 

hierarchical levels.  

At BeoPlast environmental management was assigned to one of the current mangers. Filling a 

position with a person responsible for the environmental management is a structural advantage 
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the smaller SMEs were not able to afford. Leading to smaller SMEs perceiving the lack of 

human resources as a barrier. Theory exhibits a lack of human resources as one of the strongest 

barriers perceived by SMEs when trying to act sustainable (Condon, 2004; Lepoutre & Heene, 

2006; Mandl & Dorr, 2007). When looking at our findings this might not always be the case, 

as ImseVimse was the only company that perceived lack of human resources as an issue. Thus, 

in order to go beyond it they made the decision to hire an extra employee, showing that it was 

possible to overcome. A lack of human resources posed only a very limited problem for the 

ecopreneurs in this study, different than what theory implies. 

Another resource identified as a barrier by previous research is lack of knowledge that can 

hinder a green company transition (Brammer et al., 2012; Ammenberg & Hjelm, 2003; Simpson 

et al., 2004). This barrier differentiates from the other resource barriers, since we found it not 

to be necessarily depended on the company size. Yet, the importance of knowledge was 

emphasised as one of the most important points by the ecopreneurs. In contradiction to theory, 

people in the investigated companies were aware of potential support organisations and 

information sources (OECD, 2015). By connecting their environmental projects with the 

acquisition of a certificate they were able to make use of these sources of information. The 

process often showed the same pattern. After the decision to do something for the 

environmental performance of the company it was noticed that detailed knowledge about the 

practical implementation of certain measures was needed. In the next step managers identified 

a certificate which suited their individual business. The necessary information was gained by 

certification organizations providing detailed guidelines for the companies to follow and in 

some cases even individual consultancy. An additional advantage is that in the end the company 

receives a certificate which functions as proof for their environmental engagement. 

5.3 Cultural & Structural Barriers 

From those obstacles identified in literature that were summarized under cultural and structural 

barriers just very few relate to the companies of this study. Only the factor of employee 

resistance was addressed by the interviewees, however this term does not resemble the actual 

obstacles met by the companies of this study concerning their employees. In BeoPlast and S:t 

Clemens it was rather a matter of education and involvement of the employees. The cooperation 

of the staff was not perceived as a barrier anymore, as soon as they understood the company’s 

motives. Whereas in ImseVimse, the smallest of the three companies, with a headcount of three 

employees during that time did not recognize employee resistance as a barrier at all. We assume 

that in such small companies these kind of business decisions are mostly based on mutual 
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consent by all involved parties. In the two larger companies S:t Clemens and BeoPlast the 

difficulty was to educate the staff in the practice of environmental sustainability but more 

importantly the reasons behind it. The problem here was more a structural one, since the hotel 

hires seasonal staff that requires such an education annually and the industrial company´s 

employees work in three shifts which made one central education impossible. At BeoPlast the 

former quality manager was additionally assigned to the environmental management which he 

perceived as positive and a new challenge instead of extra work. Apart from this, some 

environmental projects do not affect employees in their work. For instance, when asked about 

the measure S:t Clemens Hotell took to improve its environmental sustainability Marina did 

mention all the projects the owners mentioned apart from the new geothermal unit in the garden 

which is currently a big construction site but does not have direct influence on her work. We 

conclude that employee resistance is not the appropriate notion for this issue in the researched 

companies which strive to involve their staff into the projects and possess an environmental 

spirit throughout the company. 

However, we found that precisely this environmental spirit guiding the responsible managers 

in the researched companies is an important factor for sustainability aspirations. Günther even 

stated that a personal conviction is necessary to lead a business in a sustainable way which was 

similarly uttered by Carl at S:t Clemens. The people in these two businesses but also partly in 

ImseVimse showed this conviction by being willing to give their environmental goals a high 

significance and at times sacrificing financial benefits for environmental ones. The people 

responsible in these three companies project their personal sustainable lifestyle on their own 

business because they are honestly convinced by its rightness. This fact makes them stand out 

as ecopreneurs making them interesting for this study. Hence, we found honest intentions by 

owners and employees about the issue as an important first step that must be taken on the ladder 

to an environmentally sustainable organisation. 

The study showed that such an honest conviction helps the responsible people to keep up with 

the constant amount of work an environmental engagement demands. This continuous work 

and control were pointed out by Menette from S:t Clemens and the three people interviewed at 

ImseVimse. Especially at ImseVimse they were confronted with this issue, when they realized 

that they always perceived themselves as very sustainable but found out that the market adapted 

to the upcoming environmental demands and the company did not find itself as an outstanding 

market player anymore. Hence, environmental sustainability is not a one-time action but a 

continuous effort urging executives to keep track of the market developments but also 
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continuously controlling the processes in their own company. At S:t Clemens, they manage to 

do this, as they acknowledge the environmental work as part of their daily business processes 

and not as an additional effort. Interestingly, all interviewed ecopreneurs saw themselves still 

in the process of becoming more environmentally sustainable while the language used in theory 

implies that it is less of a process and more a one-time action. 

5.4 The Term Barrier 

The word ‘barrier’ might not be the best fitting term to describe the researched phenomena. The 

term ‘barrier’ as used in theory (see chapter 2.3) implies the existence of a hurdle that is either 

insurmountable or can be leaped over in one jump, however, the actual process requires time 

and continuous efforts and is achieved in numerous small steps. In fact, most of the barriers 

identified in theory were rather perceived as small obstacles or steps to be taken by the 

ecopreneurs, while they perceived the newly found external factors as actual barriers to their 

green aspirations. We found that the company’s characteristics, especially the values and 

internal motivation of the managers and owners play a large role in what is perceived as a 

barrier. These factors defined as barriers in theory are mostly perceived as issues by the 

ecopreneurs. These issues were not always equally easy to deal with but were eventually solved. 

Therefore, motivational factors and the resulting attitude of managers often play a more 

important role than the barrier itself. This attitude strongly determines what factors were 

perceived as barriers. 

Yet, the classification of what is a regular SME and what is an ecopreneur run green business 

is not as clear as presented in theory and Figure 1. In reality, the line between them appears to 

be much blurrier, since, the becoming of a green business is rarely a one-time action. The 

researched companies demonstrated that it requires a continuous effort over a period of time. 
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6 Conclusion 

Saul Bellow said: “Whoever wants to reach a distant goal must take small steps”. The 

ecopreneurs in our study state an example of that as the sum of all their small efforts did lead 

to their businesses becoming more environmentally sustainable.  

The purpose of this study was to explore the perception of barriers ecopreneurs and their 

employees had and have during their transition to an environmentally sustainable business and 

how they managed these barriers. The study has shown that what is understood as barriers in 

literature are not always the most problematic factors. The image created by using the term 

barrier gives a misconception of how ecopreneurs handle and solve these problems they face 

when changing their business processes to become more environmentally friendly. Only very 

few barriers identified in literature actually pose restrictions for the ecopreneurs aspirations. 

Often a company’s characteristics, especially the motivation strongly influence what is 

perceived as a barrier. Those factors that were recognised as barriers by the managers of this 

study were primarily not those identified in literature. Most importantly to name are external 

barriers like the restricting effects suppliers and partners can have on green aspirations and the 

demands of customers and the market. Literature has largely focused on the internal perspective 

and blinded out external factors on businesses. Whereas these external factors actually state the 

biggest difficulties for the ecopreneurs green objectives. 

Apart from external barriers, a lack of resources was also acknowledged as a problem, 

nevertheless it never held any of the ecopreneurs back from pursuing their goals. Especially in 

the largest of the researched companies, traditional resources appeared not to play a role. While 

knowledge was a relevant factor to some extent it was never perceived as a restriction. To find 

out if there is a general correlation between the company size and available resources for 

environmental projects we recommend to conduct research using a larger sample of companies. 

Further factors that state problems have been identified adding to the existing list of barriers in 

literature (Table 1). The barriers condensed in the table stem from various sources from 

literature and different authors that recognize different phenomena as barriers. We suggest 

establishing a further subdivision according to how a potential environmental engagement was 

assessed in a company (see Appendix 4). Additionally, it must be emphasized that these barriers 

rarely occur as individual phenomena but are often interconnected, exerting an influence on 

each other. This study has contributed to the understanding of the process of SMEs transitioning 

into green-businesses. For future research we would recommend conducting in depth-studies 
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during the green transition process of SMEs which might help to gain a better understanding of 

the occurring problems beyond the mere perception of people. 

Looking at the companies of this study, Hotell S:t Clemens, BeoPlast and ImseVimse, it can be 

seen that, by having true convictions and honest intentions, impediments become mere steps on 

the ladder leading to a prosperous future for generations to come. Where there is a will there is 

a way 
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Appendix 3 – Interview Predetermined Questions 

1. Could you please introduce yourself and your position in the company? 

2. How strong are the company’s environmental goals next to its financial ones? 

3. When was the green transition of the company decided? 

4. How did you perceive the companies green transition? 

5. How have you been involved in this transition process? 

6. How did you evaluate this process? 

7. How did it affect your work? 

8. Where there things that complicated the process? 

9. What were the problems that occurred during the transition process? 

10. If you had to consult a manager trying to implement a sustainable change in his/her 

company, what would you point out? 

Appendix 4 – Subcategorization Barriers from Literature 

This study focused mostly on barriers that were actually perceived by people that had the 

ambition to become more sustainable, however, some scholars include circumstances that 

prevent people from thinking about sustainability as barriers for example the unawareness of a 

company’s individual impact. We divided the identified barriers into three categories. First, for 

these barriers that businesses do not perceive by themselves, second barriers that are perceived 

when in a company stronger sustainability is considered but is rejected and last, those barriers 

that are met when it was decided to change to a greener business orientation and the first actions 

are already taken or to be taken. The newly identified barriers in this study are in italics. 

Businesses 

perception 

on change 

Cultural-Structural 

Barriers 
Resources Barriers External Barriers 

Change not 

considered 

 Not considering 

threat reduction 

 Unawareness of 

individual impact 

 

  

Negative 

Examination 

 Assumed little 

benefit 

 Perception of 

unnecessary/additio

nal work 

 Narrow focus of 

resources on core 

business 
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Positive 

Examination 

 Diversity of 

potential impacts 

 Employee 

Resistance 

 Struggle to find 

suitable tools 

 Rectitude 

 Constant Work 

 Lack of human 

resources 

 Lack of 

sustainability 

knowledge 

 Price of 

buying in 

expertise 

 Lack of 

financial 

resources 

 Lack of time 

 Customer 

and Market 

Demands 

 Suppliers and 

Partners 

 Lack of 

Alternative 

 


