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Abstract

This study discusses how the role of entrepreneurship in addressing the so-called
“grand challenges” (e.g., poverty, inequality, pollution, climate change) is evolving
and could further evolve, based on the ongoing conversation in the scholarly com-
munity. To develop the discussion, we conducted the following steps: (1) a
computer-aided semantic analysis; (2) an analysis of the evolution of literature streams;
and (3) a network analysis of advocated theories and approaches. All three analyses
were based on a selection of 358 publications retrieved via a keyword search and
27 further publications retrieved via an analysis of five recent and relevant special
issues published by important scientific journals. Our results show that the call to
address grand challenges, particularly after the publication of the United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), is radically transforming entrepreneurship
research, with new issues emerging and replacing traditional issues as core to the
discipline, marking a rapid and complex dynamics of research stream divergence
and convergence. Similarly, the network of theories and approaches advocated by
recent agenda-setting articles depicts an emerging theoretical landscape that is
highly innovative. This new theoretical landscape revolves around systems thinking
and Ostrom’s theory of the commons as the two key poles, with the embeddedness,
stakeholder, institutional, effectuation, processual, and design-oriented approaches
being the cross-fertilizing forces linking these two poles. In the final section, we
present the nine articles included in the special issue titled “Grand Challenges and
Entrepreneurship: Emerging Issues and Research Streams” and briefly synthesize
these in the light of the ongoing evolution of the literature.
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Introduction

Grand challenges can be defined as the social and/or environmental challenges
that are so formidable and global that they transcend the problem-solving capaci-
ties of individual firms, communities, industries, and even governments and
nations (Markman et al., 2019). They include challenges such as climate change,
pollution, poverty, inequality, disruption of conventional economies due to digi-
tization, and pandemics (George et al., 2016). Grand challenges are also defined
as system-level wicked problems, that is, problems that cannot be solved once
forever, meaning that each solution that is implemented, even if successful, tends
to result in unintended consequences, which, in turn, must then be understood
and addressed. For example, solar panels may be very good in decreasing carbon
emissions, but their lifecycle and diffusion raises new environmental and employ-
ability issues (Ferraro et al., 2015). In fact, grand challenges involve radical
uncertainties about the consequences of each decision made to resolve the chal-
lenge, and then multiple and conflicting evaluations among stakeholders (Grimes
& Vogus, 2021).

Because of their wicked nature, grand challenges can be addressed only
through never-ending, highly distributed experimentation and savvy selection and
recombination of possible solutions (Marti, 2018). It is no wonder then that entre-
preneurship, as a unique force for multiplying innovation capacities, has been
increasingly called into action to address these wicked problems (Foucrier &
Wiek, 2019; Masdeu Yélamos et al., 2019). Many entrepreneurship scholars have
framed the role of entrepreneurship in addressing grand challenges within a tradi-
tional theoretical view, rooted in classical economics. When considered from this
perspective, grand challenges translate into market failures (Dean & McMullen,
2007) that attract entrepreneurial action because transforming market failures into
business opportunities is exactly what entrepreneurship is all about in classical
economics (Villar & Miralles, 2019). This is actually an elegant, straightforward,
and pleasantly optimistic explanation of the relationship between entrepreneur-
ship and grand challenges.

However, dissatisfaction has grown around this classical view of the
entrepreneurship — grand challenges nexus. In fact, the idea that market failures,
which by definition are problems resulting from market actors prioritizing rent-
seeking, should be solved by entrepreneurs, who are classically conceived as market
actors that prioritize rent-seeking, seems uncomfortably likely to reinforce vicious
cycles in wicked problems. Thus, an alternative idea is gaining traction: that real-
world entrepreneurs who effectively contribute to addressing grand challenges actu-
ally prioritize something other than mere rent-seeking, and behave differently from
what classical economics defines as “rational” market actors (George et al., 2020;
Grimes & Vogus, 2021).

The push to rethink the very foundations of entrepreneurship research and prac-
tice has been dramatically boosted by the approval in 2015 of the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations (2015). The SDGs were imme-
diately acknowledged by scholars and practitioners alike as the translation of grand
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challenges into concrete objectives to be collectively pursued by 2030. The busi-
ness and management scholarly literature has increasingly begun to refer to the
SDGs as the new logic that will shape the behaviors of decision makers, entrepre-
neurs, and managers (Crecente et al., 2021). A sense of urgency has spread among
all scholarly communities: the clock is ticking, and unless the rate of progress in
achieving the SDGs accelerates dramatically, once unthinkable systemic collapses
are now perceived as concretely impending (Apostolopoulos et al., 2018). The
pandemic crisis that began in 2020, and the tragic climate events hitting different
parts of the planet in 2021, are intensifying this sense of urgency.

There is a lot of work to do. Despite some visionary statements that entrepreneur-
ship is part of the solution, rather than part of the problem (Mufioz & Cohen, 2018),
most real-world entrepreneurial actions still deplete more environmental and social
resources than are (re)generated through such actions, thus contributing negatively
to the achievement of the SDGs (Venancio & Pinto, 2020). Many entrepreneurship
scholars are taking responsibility for this, and are striving to develop new views and
approaches that will concretely help change the role of entrepreneurship from being
the engine of (system-threatening) economic growth to being the engine of sustain-
able development (Doh et al., 2019). These new views are greatly needed to provide
the world of practice with innovative and effective models (Wiklund et al., 2019) in
a scenario in which completely new organizational and juridical forms are emerging
to respond to grand challenges, for example, B Corporations (Stubbs, 2017).

However, shifting the entrepreneurship research field toward a new view in the
face of grand challenges is no easy task. Completely new themes must be identified
to catalyze a new generation of scholarly work; the research community must self-
organize in new cross-fertilizing streams and substreams; and, perhaps even more
importantly, new theories on the actual and expected roles of entrepreneurship in the
face of grand challenges must be developed and tested to allow for the accumulation
of sound scientific knowledge.

How is the scholarly community responding to this call? What paths are being
collectively created for the future of entrepreneurship as a field of research? To
address these questions, this study focuses on three specific objectives:

investigation of how the key themes addressed by the literature on entrepreneur-
ship and grand challenges have changed in recent years, particularly after 2015,
the year in which the 17 SDGs were approved and made public;

analysis of the evolution of the key research streams that have focused on the role
of entrepreneurship in addressing grand challenges;

discovery of the new theoretical landscape as it emerges from the literature
addressing the need for new views and new approaches to understand how entre-
preneurship does, and could and should contribute to addressing grand chal-
lenges.

To pursue these objectives, we conduct the following steps: (1) a computer-aided

semantic analysis of a selection publications; (2) a taxonomic analysis of literature
streams; and (3) a network analysis of advocated theories and approaches.
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Our results reveal three principal conclusions. First, in recent years, new themes
have emerged as key to the entrepreneurship — grand challenges nexus, for exam-
ple, digitalization and the organizational implications of sustainability-oriented
venturing, while themes that were traditionally linked to classical development
and business research, such as innovation, have become semantic satellites of
the sustainability concept. Second, after a divergent phase, with numerous paral-
lel substreams around green, social, and institutional entrepreneurship, the schol-
arly community is now making relevant efforts to converge on a new integrated
view of entrepreneurship by advancing the new concepts of sustainable and col-
lective entrepreneurship and, somehow more radically, of impact- or purpose-
driven entrepreneurship. Third, the network of theories and approaches advocated
by recent agenda-setting articles depicts an emerging theoretical landscape that is
highly innovative. This new theoretical landscape revolves around systems think-
ing (Meadows, 2009) and Ostrom’s theory of the commons (Ostrom, 1990) as the
two key theoretical poles, with the social embeddedness, institutional, stakeholder,
effectuation, processual, and design-oriented approaches being cross-fertilizing
forces linking these two poles (which are strongly complementary and intertwined,
e.g. Ostrom, 2009).

We also find widespread dissatisfaction in the recent literature with mainstream
approaches, such as the triple bottom line (3BL) (Muifioz et al., 2018) or conven-
tional, firm-centric stakeholder analyses (Lumpkin & Bacq, 2019). This dissatis-
faction revolves around the idea that both 3BL and traditional stakeholder analyses
are too firm-centric and thus fail to grasp the role played by a specific enterprise at
the level of the social-ecological system. Institutional approaches are also increas-
ingly emphasized as possibly leading to simplistic views of how entrepreneurship
could contribute to addressing grand challenges. In fact, even full compliance with
(socially co-created) rules may trigger sustainability-threatening consequences, and
when this happens, institutional work and the pursuit of legitimacy are likely insuf-
ficient mechanisms to address the wicked nature of grand challenges (Jones et al.,
2019).

Several interesting proposals are being advanced in the literature to update and
cross-fertilize these mainstream approaches with each other and with systems and
commons-oriented thinking, with the aim of overcoming the traditional limitations
of these approaches. An overview of 19 recent and particularly interesting articles
advancing such proposals is provided in the section dedicated to the new emerging
theories and approaches, particularly in the tables complementing that section. We
model and discuss this complex and networked emerging theoretical scenario; we
argue that it is promising and might, if its potential is fully realized, rise to the chal-
lenge of grand challenges.

The results of our three analyses converge to demonstrate that the entrepreneur-
ship field is highly dynamic: a strong urge to change is widely shared in our schol-
arly community, which is duly responding to this urgent need for change with new,
inspiring research streams and a new, highly innovative theoretical landscape.

The International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal has contributed to
this lively debate by launching a special issue on the theme “Grand Challenges and
Entrepreneurship: Emerging Issues and Research Streams”. In the final section, we
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present the nine articles included in this special issue, and briefly synthesize them
in light of the ongoing evolution of the literature, as analyzed throughout the article.

Entrepreneurship and grand challenges: New emerging issues
and themes

The first phase of our exploration focuses on how scholarly perceptions are evolving
and on which issues and topics are key to understand the role of entrepreneurship
in the face of grand challenges. To investigate this evolution, we conducted a text
analysis aided by Leximancer software on a basket of 358 scientific articles selected
in June 2021. Leximancer provides a powerful Bayesian machine-learning algorithm
for deciphering and visualizing complex text data (Campbell et al., 2011) through
both conceptual (thematic) and relational (semantic) analyses of text data (Wilden
et al., 2016).

The articles were selected via a keyword search on the Scopus database, fol-
lowed by title and abstract analysis to exclude duplicates and nonrelevant publica-
tions. Only journal articles in English were included. The words searched in the
title, abstract and keywords were “entrepreneurship” AND “grand challenges” OR
“SDG” (54 articles were selected); “sustainable entrepreneurship” AND “literature
review” (13 articles were selected); “entrepreneurship” AND “climate change” (60
articles were selected); “entrepreneurship” AND “digital society” (41 articles were
selected); “entrepreneurship” AND “food” AND “sustainability” (61 articles were
selected); “entrepreneurship” AND “poverty” (73 articles were selected); “entrepre-
neurship” AND “social inclusion” (56 articles were selected).

Then, we separated the articles into two groups: those published pre-2016, that is,
before and during 2015 (the year in which the United Nations SDGs were approved,
which boosted the debate on the role of business in the face of grand challenges) and
those published post-2015, that is, in and after 2016. Subsequently, Leximancer was
used to analyze and compare the conceptual-semantic maps emerging from the two
groups of articles. Leximancer represents the words that play the role of core con-
cepts in the analyzed texts as colored circles, possibly overlapping with other circles
that represent other associated concepts if recurrent semantic overlapping is present
in the text; each circle includes some second-level related concepts.

The results (Figs. 1 and 2) highlight a dramatic change in the landscape of issues
and topics that are at the core of the scholarly attention in the literature on the
entrepreneurship — grand challenges nexus. After the publication of the SDGs by
the United Nations, only a minority of the concepts that were key in the previous
years (Fig. 1) remained key in the new semantic landscape (Fig. 2) around entrepre-
neurship. These are the concepts of change, people, and production. These concepts
effectively depict the enduring backbone of the scholarly reflection on the role of
entrepreneurship: it is about people that address change (e.g., climate change) by
making changes in value production patterns.

Conversely, some “classical” entrepreneurship themes lost traction after 2015,
for example, policy, institutional, development, business, enterprise, education, and
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Fig. 1 The semantic map of a selection of scientific literature published before and during 2015 on entre-
preneurship and grand challenges (elaboration aided by Leximancer)

some new concepts have emerged forcefully, for example, digital, poverty, social,
sustainable. Importantly, as clearly visible in Fig. 2, the concept of sustainable
has “incorporated” that of development, which in the previous semantic scenario
(Fig. 1) had a major circle in its own right. The concept of innovation, which was
also included in the development semantic circle before 2015, has shifted into the
sustainable semantic circle in the last years. Also very interestingly, the concept of
impact left the policy circle to move into the market circle: this change powerfully
highlights that the responsibility of generating impact, which was previously “del-
egated” (according to classical economics) to policymaking, is today considered a
purpose that directly challenges market actors.

In addition, some further emerging themes suggest the growing importance
of organizational challenges in the most recent debate on the responsibilities of
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Fig.2 The semantic map of a selection of scientific literature published from January 2016 to June 2021
on entrepreneurship and grand challenges (elaboration aided by Leximancer)

entrepreneurship: the concepts of work, and even more, that of activities, have
become core to the scholarly conversation, with the activities concept strictly
linked to relevant political concepts, that is, communities, resources, actors,
power, policy, public.

The theme digital, which was completely absent in the pre-2016 semantic
map (i.e., did not show up at all, even as a second-order keyword) is present as a
first-order concept in the post-2015 semantic map. Perhaps even more interest-
ingly, the digital theme strongly overlaps with the sustainable and social themes,
thus confirming that the digital transition is increasingly perceived as converg-
ing with the sustainability transition (George et al., 2020): two challenges that
must be addressed in an integrated fashion, and cannot be addressed without a
quantum leap in entrepreneurial attitudes and capacities.
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Entrepreneurship and grand challenges: The evolution of research
streams

The semantic analysis described above suggests that the very scope of entrepre-
neurship research is shifting, along with the mindset and preoccupations of most
researchers. Unsurprisingly, the research streams in the entrepreneurship field
have multiplied and are challenging the very foundations of traditional entrepre-
neurship research, such as its rooting in classical economics, its view of the entre-
preneur as a rent-seeker, and the clear distinction of the roles between market and
state actors (Mufioz & Cohen, 2018).

Thus, to complement the semantic analysis presented, we conducted a manual
mapping of the evolution of research streams in the literature to gain an idea of
the trends associated with research on the role of entrepreneurship in the face of
grand challenges. The idea was to discover how the research community is self-
organizing into subcommunities to address the new emerging themes and chal-
lenges related to entrepreneurship and grand challenges.

To do so, we leveraged the literature reviews and state-of-the-art papers identified
via the Scopus search described (particularly, Anand et al., 2021; Apostolopoulos
et al., 2018; Fellnhofer et al., 2014; Kraus et al., 2018; Sarango-Lalangui et al., 2018;
Sutter et al., 2019), along with five recent and relevant special issues published in the
Journal of Management Studies (Markman et al., 2016); the International Journal of
Entrepreneurial Behavior and Research (Muioz et al., 2018); Academy of Manage-
ment Perspectives (Markman et al., 2019); Small Business Economics (Volkmann
et al., 2021); and Business Strategy and the Environment (Genus, 2021).

These sources suggest that there has been a huge flourishing of research
streams dedicated to what is often labelled as “nonconventional entrepreneur-
ship”. These streams investigate how entrepreneurs, as uncertainty-handlers and
opportunity-seizers, leverage their abilities and energies to pursue goals that can
also differ from rent-seeking and individual interest. This explosion of diverse
streams can be viewed as a divergent phase in entrepreneurship research, with a
polarization emerging between conventional and nonconventional entrepreneur-
ship research and practice.

The numerous streams (Apostolopoulos et al., 2018; Crecente et al., 2021) that
characterize this divergent phase can be clustered into three main groups of “non-
conventional” research areas (Fig. 3, left), each with a specific disciplinary and
theoretical background.

The first group is “green entrepreneurship”, also called “environmental entre-
preneurship” or “ecopreneurship”, which deals with the possible contributions
of entrepreneurial action to improved environmental impact (Doh et al., 2019).
Scholars engaged in this research area may have an interdisciplinary background
including competences in engineering or life sciences, sometimes with a scien-
tific mindset based on systems thinking.

The second group is social entrepreneurship, which deals with the possible
contributions of entrepreneurial action to social inclusion and justice (Gupta
et al., 2020). Scholars engaged in this research area may have an interdisciplinary
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lenges entrepreneurship (source: Authors’ elaboration)

background including competences in social sciences, sometimes with a scientific
mindset based on community and regional development studies.

The third group is institutional entrepreneurship, which deals with the possible
contributions of entrepreneurial action to the co-creation of an institutional environ-
ment (e.g., laws, norms, technological standards, social expectations) that is favora-
ble to sustainable development (Pacheco et al., 2010). Scholars engaged in this
research area may have an interdisciplinary background including competences in
governance and organizational sciences, sometimes with a scientific mindset based
on social embeddedness studies.

The three aforementioned research streams have developed independently, in par-
allel lanes, for some years. However, after this divergent phase, marked by flour-
ishing idea multiplication, a convergent phase of this research area has begun. As
depicted in the central part of Fig. 3, a first, key convergence movement has occurred
in the literature between green and social entrepreneurship, with “sustainable entre-
preneurship” as a label that usually identifies entrepreneurship that pursues both
social and environmental sustainability (Markman et al., 2019; Mufioz & Cohen,
2018; Pacheco et al., 2010; Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). However, both social and
institutional entrepreneurship are rooted in the literature dealing with institutional
logics and hybrid organizing (Anand et al., 2021). Therefore, while some schol-
ars understand sustainable entrepreneurship to refer to a merge between green and
social entrepreneurship, others also include institutional entrepreneurship in the con-
cept of sustainable entrepreneurship (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011).

Sustainable entrepreneurship scholars often adopt the 3BL approach to investigate
entrepreneurial action and performance (Belz & Binder, 2017). 3BL is an approach
to sustainability based on recent developments in accounting studies, focusing on
the firm as the level of analysis. This approach is based on the idea that organiza-
tions should balance their actions to pursue not only financial performance, but also
(measurable) social and environmental impact. However, an increasing number of
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scholars is focusing on a wider level of analysis, including the contextual factors of
sustainable entrepreneurship, and leverages the literature on entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems (Cavallo et al., 2018) to further develop the idea into the concept of sustainable
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Volkmann et al., 2021).

Besides the convergence of social and green entrepreneurship into sustainable
entrepreneurship, the strongly overlapping background and scope of social and
institutional entrepreneurship has resulted in a second, specific convergent move-
ment. Scholars from both subcommunities have developed a growing interest in
collectives supporting entrepreneurs (Markman et al., 2019; Soderstrom & Heinze,
2021) and collective entrepreneurship (Wijen & Ansari, 2007a, b), as opposed to
the traditional, individualistic and “hero” view of the entrepreneur. This new area
includes streams such as community entrepreneurship, and focuses on the relation-
ship between entrepreneurship and the development and protection of the common
good (Peredo & Chrisman, 2006) and peer-to-peer entrepreneurship, and includes a
growing stream on the role of digitization and the digital commons (Kostakis et al.,
2018) in the just transition toward a sustainable future.

However, despite the literature on sustainable entrepreneurship being quite
young, dissatisfaction around the concept of sustainable entrepreneurship is already
growing because this very concept conveys the idea that entrepreneurship, per se, is
a burden for the planet and society that can be reduced only to the point of becom-
ing, to some extent, more bearable (Markman et al., 2016). This idea is implic-
itly but powerfully implied by the 3BL approach (Mufioz & Cohen, 2018), which
instills a firm-centric view based on rent-seeking and/or legitimacy-seeking as key
driving forces (de Clercq & Voronov, 2011). Conversely, according to the critics,
a sort of Copernican revolution is needed to understand the role of entrepreneur-
ship (Klapper et al., 2021; Markman et al., 2016). In Copernicus’s scientific rev-
olution, the Sun replaces the Earth as the celestial body around which the other
celestial bodies revolve; similarly, entrepreneurship should become a central regen-
erative force that does not limit itself to becoming less unsustainable, but strives to
develop new opportunities to make the social-ecological system resilient and thriv-
ing (Schaefer et al., 2015).

However, criticism is also emerging against the rhetoric of collective entrepre-
neurship. Such criticism argues that entrepreneurial decisions and actions being
collective or community based does not necessarily mean that these decisions and
actions will not have negative consequences at the system level (Jones et al., 2019).

For all these reasons, a further wave of research streams is emerging that seeks
to integrate the most interesting and innovative ideas emerging from the nonconven-
tional entrepreneurship debate and to take the role of entrepreneurship to another level
(Fig. 3, right). Some labels have been proposed to indicate this innovative view of
entrepreneurship as a proactive, systemic force designed to address grand challenges.
Labels such as “impact entrepreneurship” (Markman et al., 2019) and “purpose-driven
entrepreneurship” (Mufioz & Cohen, 2018) have gained traction, but other labels have
also been proposed, such as ‘““sustainability-as-flourishing entrepreneurship” (Schaefer
et al., 2015).

This evolution suggests that nonconventional entrepreneurship as a field of stud-
ies is evolving from a peripheral to a transformative research area, with the ambition
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of overcoming the divide between conventional and nonconventional entrepreneur-
ship and of rethinking the very assumptions and normative frameworks (Grimes &
Vogus, 2021) that have guided entrepreneurship research thus far (Mufioz & Cohen,
2018).

Entrepreneurship and grand challenges: New emerging theories
and approaches

As the two previous sections have demonstrated, a huge shift is occurring in the
core themes, values, and research streams of entrepreneurship studies. This shift is
so dramatic that the traditional theories, rooted in classical economics, that were
commonly used to explain entrepreneurship before the nonconventional entrepre-
neurship revolution are no longer sufficient (Mufloz & Cohen, 2018). New views
and approaches are needed to effectively explain how and why entrepreneurship can
contribute to grand challenges. This section describes the ongoing efforts to identify,
integrate, and consolidate these new views.

The vivacity of the ongoing theoretical debate is mirrored by the high-quality
special issues that have been recently published (Anand et al., 2021). Therefore,
we leveraged the following five special issues, published in the Journal of Man-
agement Studies (Markman et al., 2016); International Journal of Entrepreneurial
Behavior and Research (Muifioz et al., 2018); Academy of Management Perspec-
tives (Markman et al., 2019); Small Business Economics (Volkmann et al., 2021);
and Business Strategy and the Environment (Genus, 2021).

The articles published in these special issues are a rich and up-to-date source for
a backward literature search, thus allowing us to identify several further interesting
publications, including agenda-setting articles. In addition, some articles in these
special issues are important agenda-setting publications in their own right.

This literature analysis led us to identify several publications that provide very
interesting overviews of real-world cases in which entrepreneurship contributes to
addressing grand challenges and pursuing the SDGs (Giinzel-Jensen et al., 2020;
Horne et al., 2020; Littlewood & Holt, 2018; Moon, 2018). Other recent publications
provide accurate overviews of the literature focusing on the entrepreneurship — grand
challenges nexus (Kraus et al., 2018; Sarango-Lalangui et al., 2018). While acknowl-
edging the relevance of these review studies, we concentrated on publications that
explicitly propose an agenda for future research. These publications provide a map of
key research streams and/or discuss which theoretical lens(es) could best contribute
to improved understanding of the role of entrepreneurship in addressing grand chal-
lenges. We focused on agenda-setting studies published since 2015, the year in which
the SDGs were approved by the United Nations.

Our goal was to identify a highly focused selection of recent and authoritative
articles with a strong agenda-setting purpose, explicitly advocating at least one
theory or approach, with the authors justifying their choice of specific theories or
approaches in light of the evolution of the entrepreneurship research field toward a
new role of entrepreneurship in addressing grand challenges and/or the SDGs.
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After in-depth discussion, we selected 19 articles. We analyzed these articles
carefully to understand the theoretical views or approaches advocated in the stud-
ies, and the reasons why the authors of each article deem that a certain theory or
approach is best suited to shape a new generation of studies on entrepreneurship as
key to addressing grand challenges. In some cases, we found that the article under
analysis advocated a single theory or approach (e.g., stakeholder theory). In other
cases, we found that the article under analysis advocated the joint use of two, or
even more, complementary theories or approaches (e.g., stakeholder theory and
Ostrom’s theory of the governance and management of the commons). This allowed
us to conduct a network analysis (Fig. 4) to gain a synthetic overview of which theo-
ries and approaches are advocated by the literature under analysis, and how these
theories and approaches are viewed as (at least potentially) usefully collaborating
with each other for building a meta-theory of entrepreneurship with stronger explan-
atory and normative power in the face of grand challenges.

As synthesized in Fig. 4, we found that a very interesting new theoretical land-
scape is emerging. In this landscape, rather than a proliferation of rival theories,
a meta-theory or grand theory of entrepreneurship is emerging, that consists of a
network of strongly complementary theories from both within and without the
boundaries of traditional business research. This emerging integration across
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Fig.4 Network analysis of the theories and approaches advocated in the 19 recent agenda-setting articles
listed in Tables 1, 2 and 3. The number of circles corresponds to the number of articles in which a theory
or approach is explicitly advocated. The number of lines corresponds to the number of articles in which
the two linked theories or approaches are explicitly co-advocated. Red dotted lines represent cross-
fertilizations that are already strongly present in the literature (even if not explicitly advocated by the articles
under analysis)
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complementary theories is consistent with the convergent phase observed in the pre-
vious section and depicted in Fig. 3.

The new emerging theoretical landscape revolves around two poles: systems
thinking (and specifically a call to prioritizing the analysis of system-level dynam-
ics) (Meadows, 2009) and Ostrom’s work on the governance and management of
the commons (Ostrom, 1990). Both approaches are not native to business studies,
but as Fig. 4 demonstrates (see the number of circles representing the number of
articles in which a theory is advocated), they may have strong potential in the eyes
of the scholarly community to reshape entrepreneurship in the face of grand chal-
lenges. Other theories and approaches from the business and management literature
emerge as a connecting tissue between these two major poles in the network analysis
depicted in Fig. 4. These are embeddedness theories; stakeholder theory (especially
in its newest, less firm-centric forms); the theories on institutional logics and insti-
tutional work; the processual approach; effectuation theory; and the design-oriented
approaches.

In the following subsection, we synthesize the role played in the emerging theo-
retical landscape by the two major poles (system-level dynamics and commons gov-
ernance and management) and the other theories and approaches bridging these two
major poles.

System-level dynamics

The basic idea of systems thinking is that human action cannot be effective (espe-
cially in the middle and long term) unless it is based on a good understanding of sys-
tems (Isaksson, 2019; Meadows, 2009). A system can be conceptualized as a loop
(or set of interconnected loops) of cause—effect dynamics between factors and/or
events that, by recurring over and over in cycles, structurally influence a certain con-
figuration and/or resource level (e.g., see Abdelkafi & Tduscher, 2016). Systems are
particularly valuable if their functioning stabilizes a desirable configuration and/or
optimizes the level of a certain resource for collective benefit (Fanning et al., 2020).
For example, a healthy natural ecosystem regenerates a configuration in which bio-
diversity is maximized; similarly, a successful value chain is composed of dynamic
loops that keep employment and profits at high levels. However, systems may also
destroy resources or lose their capacity to keep a configuration stable for the collec-
tive benefit. For example, this is what is happening to our food system, which con-
tributes to jeopardizing the global climate due to the methane emissions of breeding
farms. In contrast, the mafia is an example of a system that stabilizes an extractive
configuration of the society in which it operates and generates resources for the few
by destroying resources for the many.

Systems have a circular nature, that is, they are composed of sequences of processes
that, through feedback loops, reinforce or weaken the repetition of those very same pro-
cesses and/or their consequences in ways that may be very complex and highly coun-
terintuitive. Further, many relevant systems are nonlinear: changes in outputs may be
(even dramatically) not proportional to changes in inputs (Meadows, 2009).
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In this light, entrepreneurship should contribute to developing and/or protecting
“good” systems that stabilize flourishing configurations and regenerate resources for
the collective benefit (Liideke-Freund, 2020; Schaefer et al., 2015). This idea is not
alien to the mainstream entrepreneurship literature. For example, the Schumpeterian
entrepreneur is called to contribute to the loop that generates economic growth by
continuously triggering the creative destruction of old business models (Schumpeter,
1934). However, the Schumpeterian view is considered insufficient in the face of grand
challenges for at least two reasons. First, entrepreneurs should contribute to the system
that generates sustainable development, and not merely economic growth. That is, the
system for which entrepreneurs should consider themselves co-responsible is the entire
social-ecological system, rather than the mere economic system, which should not be
artificially separated from the social-ecological system in which it is embedded (Muifioz
& Cohen, 2018). Second, as opposed to Schumpeter’s optimistic view that the entrepre-
neurs’ fervid distributed experimentation has, per se, positive consequences for the sys-
tem’s performance, we should acknowledge that social-ecological systems have many
possibly hidden and nonlinear fragilities and therefore that any “creatively destructive”
entrepreneurial action may have disruptive system-level consequences, particularly in
the middle and long term (Nystrom et al., 2019).

Besides being expected to contribute to (good) systems, entrepreneurs also depend
on systems. For example, tourism entrepreneurship may depend on a certain place’s
clean seaside and welcoming atmosphere. Digital entrepreneurship may depend on the
support of incubators and venture capitalists. Again, the mainstream entrepreneurship
literature has already begun to explore these interdependencies, and has developed the
concept of a (sustainable) entrepreneurial ecosystem as the system that makes entre-
preneurial action possible and maximizes its potential (O’Shea et al., 2021). However,
scholars who are attentive to complain that studies on entrepreneurial ecosystems have
so far often limited themselves to identifying “laundry lists” of the entrepreneurial eco-
system’s key actors and with what these actors are expected to provide entrepreneurs,
thus paradoxically failing to understand the systemic nature of entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems (Cavallo et al., 2018). Such scholars urge the research community to investigate
the key dynamics (Anand et al., 2021), that is, the possible expected and unexpected
cause—effect loops, of entrepreneurial ecosystems, and the long-term effects of these
dynamics on entrepreneurial action and the larger social-ecological system.

In the basket of 19 recent and representative agenda-setting articles that we selected
for analysis of the emerging theoretical landscape around the entrepreneurship — grand
challenges nexus, seven advocate the analysis of system-level dynamics as a key
approach. These seven articles are listed and synthesized in Table 1.

Commons governance and management

The basic idea of the theory of the commons, as it has evolved after Ostrom’s Nobel
Prize winning research (Dietz et al., 2003; Ostrom, 1990, 2010; Ostrom et al., 1999),
is that human fate strongly depends on resources that are (or could be) available for
a certain community’s collective benefit, but whose availability is vulnerable to the
behaviors of that very community’s members (Hardin, 1968; Hess, 2008). Examples
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include the attractiveness of a tourist destination, the reputation of an industrial dis-
trict, the fish in a marine area, the quality of the contents in a wiki, a health care
system’s capacity during a pandemic, and the stability of the global climate.

In each of the examples listed above, there is a community (ranging from small to
global) that directly benefits form a resource, but whose misbehaviors may result in
that resource becoming unavailable. For the resource to remain available for the col-
lective benefit, a sufficient rate of beneficiaries must voluntarily refrain from over-
exploitation and/or carelessness, and take responsibility for the commons at stake.
The debate on the commons began in economics and political sciences (Standing,
2019), but has recently gained significant traction in business and management stud-
ies (Ansari et al., 2013; Fjeldstad et al., 2012; Peredo et al., 2020), and particularly
in organization studies (Ricciardi et al., 2020a, b; Rossignoli et al., 2018), some-
times by cross-fertilizing the theory of the commons (Albareda & Jose, 2020) with
the theory of the common good of the firm (Higgins et al., 2014).

When a commons is at stake, then, a social dilemma is presented to beneficiaries:
they might choose short-term, individual benefit (e.g., by saving the time and money
that best-practice waste management would require), thus increasing the risk that
the long-term, collective benefit will be lost (e.g., because of urban decay, or waste
taxes increase), or they might choose to contribute to the long-term, collective ben-
efit at the price of short-term individual benefit. As game theory experiments reveal,
people hate the idea of engaging in pointless sacrifices, and may hate even more the
idea that others, particularly the cheaters, might unfairly benefit from the sacrifices
of others (Abele et al., 2010; Frischmann et al., 2019). Therefore, commons ben-
eficiaries will likely contribute to the commons only if they have reason to believe
that a high number of other beneficiaries will do the same, thus making the sacri-
fice useful and the reward (sufficiently) fair. For example, even when tourists begin
abandoning a destination because it is dirty, the individual hotel owner is not likely
to adopt best-practice waste management behaviors if most businesses in that tourist
destination have so far cheated waste management regulations to save money. Thus,
unfortunately, each individual misbehavior reinforces misbehaviors on the part of
the others. In such scenarios, the role of organization and management sciences is
likely to become increasingly relevant given that there is growing awareness that
real-world commons do not merely raise social dilemmas, but pose sense-making,
business and coordination challenges nested in social dilemmas (Abele et al., 2010;
Adams et al., 2003).

That is, when a commons is at stake, beneficiaries’ behaviors influence each other
in vicious or virtuous cycles, depending on a set of boundary conditions that Ostrom
(Ostrom, 2009, 2010), and other scholars after her, have begun to identify. The pres-
ence of these loops highlights the systemic nature of the commons. Indeed, the so-
called “tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968) is a self-perpetuating vicious cycle
that results in the destruction of the common resource. The tragedy of the commons
is based on loops of “get it while you can” or “I won’t be the only fool who contrib-
utes” individual choices, and has been clearly identified as a systemic archetype by
the seminal work of Meadows (2009)—Thinking in Systems.

In addition, one of the most viable research streams stemming from Ostrom’s work,
that is, the stream on social-ecological system resilience and adaptive co-management
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(Berkes, 2009; Bodin, 2017) explicitly conceptualizes environmental commons
(e.g., marine areas) as complex social-ecological systems that need to be collabora-
tively understood, modeled, governed, and managed as such (Ricciardi, De Bernardi,
et al., 2020). Therefore, even if systems thinking and the theory of the commons are
not explicitly co-advocated for their joint explanatory power by the 19 articles selected
for this analysis, the existing theoretical link between these two approaches is strong
and loud, as is represented by one of the red dotted lines in Fig. 4.

Based on the synergies and complementarities of the systemic and commons
approaches, we conceptualize their joint explanatory and normative power as fol-
lows. The development and protection of systems that are able to regenerate col-
lective benefit are core to addressing grand challenges, as argued in the previous
section, but almost all these collective benefit systems embed commons-related
dynamics (Ansari et al., 2013; Hess, 2008). That is, the systems that are relevant to
grand challenges are typically threatened by the tragedy of the commons (triggered
by beneficiaries’ loafing and/or overexploitation behaviors). In this light, we suggest
that the role of entrepreneurship in the face of grand challenges is twofold.

First, entrepreneurs should not be among those who contribute to reinforcing a
commons-related vicious cycle. This concretely translates into not only sustained
compliance to state-of-the-art behaviors, but also into assurance of transparency,
because when a commons is at stake even the suspicion that others are misbehaving
reinforces the vicious cycle.

Second, and much more ambitiously, entrepreneurs should be among those who
contribute to reinforcing a commons-related virtuous cycle. This implies viewing
entrepreneurial action, and its continuous experimentation processes, as a means of
participating in the never-ending effort to learn about the system’s dynamics and
adaptively develop ever-improving solutions that serve the system’s health and resil-
ience and that are economically sustainable (Sigmund et al., 2010). This “commons-
activist entrepreneur” may play a way out of the so-called prison of social dilemmas
(Pacheco et al., 2010) and shape the system for collective benefit.

In the basket of 19 recent and representative agenda-setting articles that we
selected for the analysis of the emerging theoretical landscape around the
entrepreneurship — grand challenges nexus, six advocate the analysis of system-level
dynamics as a key approach. These six articles are listed and synthesized in Table 2.

Bridging approaches: Embeddedness, stakeholders, institutions, design,
processes, and effectuation

As illustrated in the two previous sections, the two key theoretical poles identi-
fied in Fig. 4 jointly draw a high-level view of what the role of entrepreneurship in
the face of grand challenges should be. That is, it should contribute to developing
and/or protecting relevant systems for the collective benefit, and particularly to co-
developing commons-related virtuous cycles (feedback loops) in these systems, or
at least refraining from actions that are acknowledged as strengthening commons-
related vicious cycles. In other words, entrepreneurship should actively contribute
to benefit rather than simply passively not contribute to damage.

@ Springer



International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (2021) 17:1673-1705

1692

swa[qoid [EJUSUIUOINIAUD PUE [BIOO0S 9[qRPIULIO)

0} SUONN[OS J[qISL3J SIBISUAT UL SUOTIOR JANII[[OI FUIUISAOT-J[S

PUE PIZIULSIO-J[3S :SUOWILIOD ) UO JIOM S, WONSQ YIM $ITIAU0D
SIOP[OYAYLIS JO MIA ST ], 'SUONIPUOD [BIO] JO AZpapmoury pue 1oddns
Suneroudd ur 901 112y} JO asnedq Judwdoroaap as1diua pue SulAjos
wopqoxd ur syuedonred [eNUassa 1nq SALRIOYAU] SE SN[ JOU PAAIOUOD
QI SIOP[OYSYLIS YOIYM UI MIIA JIWBUAP pue 2AIsuedxo ajow e Sundope
PUE ‘SAI0UIMNSUOD S PUB UONBZIUESIO [290] B UO SAJRNUIIUOD YOIYMm
*K1091]) JOP[OYSYEIS ILNUII-WLIY ‘TeUONIPET} SUTWOIISA0 Aq POO)SIOpUN
9q ued $59001d STY T, S[e0S [eIoYoUaq AJ[emINtU 9ASIYOE 0) ISI[B0D
drysanauaxdanyud pue diysuaznid usym SW)SAS0Id [8I0] UI PAjeaId
JUSWOSBUBW 29 OUBUIIAOT ST Ui[eam J1ALD) Joedull [BII00S JO 2INSLaW A © S pajodie) 9q pinoys

suowrwo)) ¢K109Y) Jop[oyNeIS 9ouaq AJIUNWIWOD JO UOTEIAUAS Q) Sk PAULP ‘UOHEIID YJ[BIM JIAL)

dn punoi3 oy} woij suonmusur Junsixa adeysar 0y

renuaod oy yIm ‘sostidIoud po[-jyoid pue paseq-SuOWOd UddMIaq
diysuonera onsISIauAs e S Jurunwiwod A1epunog "sauIod)no [B1o0s
pue [eludwuonAu? 2AnIsod jowoid 03 payosuuosraul Ajesodind
‘(SUOUILIOD) $OIINOSAT UOWIIOD PUNOIE SYIOMIAU [BOO] B SIIS0[09d
SUOWWO)) “SUIUNWWO) AIBPUNO( PUE SIIFO[0II SUOWWOD YINOoIy)

JUSWASBURLU 29 9OUBUIAOT SUOWIWIOD) SOS Y Suraaryor 03 Inqrnuod A[Suons ued diysinauardonug

(SIOTHUOD UOZIIOY SWIT} JA[OSAI

0}) SWSIUBYIAW [BNJORIIUOD FJULIRYS-YSLI PUB $(S)IOTJUOD I[BIS QAJOSAI
01) SWSTURYIOUW QOUBUIIA0ST O1NUA[0d £(SIOTJUOD SNO0J SA[OSAT 0)
SWISTUBYOSW UOIBNeA WSISAS009 apnjour diysinauaidanua SA199[[0d
QAT}OQJJ J0J SWSTURYIIIA “seAanenIur mou Junofid 10y y1oddns
$)00ISSBIS 9ZI[IqOW UI}JO A3} OS ‘SANIUNWWIOD JO SISAAAUL

oy Juasardar sygyorduop se3uayreyd pueIs JuIssaIppe A[OANOY

ur [enuassa st pue sygorduou pue ‘sysarvjur sjearid JUIWUIIAOS

JUSWAS UL 29 QOUBUISAOS SUOWIWOD) uoamyeq diysiomred e woiy soSrows diysanauaxdaryuad A0

saanoadsiag
uawadvuvpy Jo &wappoy  ¢10¢ ‘boeg 29 urydwng

JuUIUOLIAUT
ayy puv £321p.43§ ssauisng 120T T8 19 SAdISH

saa1oadsiog
Juawadvunpy fo Kwapnoy 6102 “Te 12 yoq

yoreoadde pajedoapy swirep/ssurpuy A3y

[ewinof ?2anos§

sa3uaqreyo pueid Jurssaippe ur diysinauaxd

-anua Jo 701 Yy Suroueape o3 yoroidde Loy e Se JuowoSeULRW PUE 9OUBUISAOS SUOWILIOD JOJ SUOIN|OS JO SISATRUR 9} 9Jed0APE Jey) So[onie Sunjes-epuade Juaody g 3|qel

pringer

As



1693

International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (2021) 17:1673-1705

aanonpoid pue 9[qeureIsns 99In0saI [00d-UoWwod Y} Ayew 0}

sanmunjzoddo Sunearo Aq Jo/pue ‘UoN|OS Y} WOIJ SIJUIq ) UreIqo

ued uonn[os 9y} 0} AJNGLIUOD OYM 3SOT} A[UO Jey) OS ‘SIAIIUIIUL

9A1)OJ[9S SUNBAID A SUONN[OS UOIIEB-IAIIII[0D JIB)S-OI

uBd $10)98 [ermdudIdanyud moy sure[dxa K109t} suowwod

pue £109Y) UOIIBNII9JJO JO UOIRISUI SIY ], "SUOWWOD 9Y) Jureuewt

A[9ATIOQJJQ IO SUOIPUOD 9} UO JIomawely Juotrdo[oAsp pue sIsA[eue

reuonmmnsur s, wonsQ SurSeraad] £q pooisiapun aq ued (sojdrourid

USISOP UONILB-IATIOD[0D) JONL[ A} J[IYM ‘AI03Y) UOTIBNIIYD

yoeoxdde Sur3e1oas] £q poojsiopun 9q ued (s9ss9001d UOISIOOp dAnOIpaIduou)

pajuonIo-ugisop ‘yoeoidde [enssoooid Jowoj oy [, ‘sordiourid uonoe-oA199[[09 pue sassado1d aanorpaiduou

{K100y) uONEMO9Ye JuowaSeuew  Sursn swa[qoid 921mosar [ood-uowod J[eds-a8Ie] Jo s)red JuUATYIP 0]
29 90URUIIAOT SUOWIWO)) SUONN[OS [BLINAUAIAIIUI J[qeure)sns 3)BIId 0) JII[IS-J[9S S[enpIAIPU]

Awou0dd L)rrepros
[erd0s 3y} 310ddns pue pping 03 uondnpoad 133d paseq-suowruIod
asn jey) suniopie[d Jourour do[oAdp ued SISLIAIANUD [BIDOS “Furyiom
Jo sAem mau 03 sAINQLIUOd swIojied JOUINUI JO 90UAFIWR A,
sosodind Arewnad 1ay) SUIASIYOR 10 SUONBZIUBSIO [RID0S JO SIIZenS
Areyuowd[dwiod 221y} se Joyrew pue ‘A31001drodr ‘uonngrusipal SuIZIpugAy
JUSWASBURLU 29 9OUBUIAOT SUOWIWOD) £q epuale [e19qI[0AU Y} SWOIIIAO0 P[NOYS AWOU0I AJLIEPI[OS [BIO0S Y ],
orow
uIes] om se jsnfpe pue—poos uowrwod 3y} 399)01d ‘sarorjod orjqnd
Qoueape 03 2019e1d udanp-osodind pue diysrejoyos diysinouaidonua
joeduwr oprn3 0) SI0jedIpUI pUE BIRp d[qeInseau Jo preoqysep e dojoasp
‘fpqeureisns 9znriord ‘(K1ojes/wopaaly ‘AILIndas /A119q1] ‘S[enpIAIpul
/Kunurod ‘ojdoadpoueld 39) syo-oper) 9AOWAI (SAIOUITIXS pue

saanoadsiog
Juawadvunpy fo &wapvoy

JUUUOLIAUT
Yy puv £321p.43§ ssauisng

610¢
‘ysowrey] 29 Ayjeaseres

120c
‘g 2 Ynd-Lo[pry

JUSWIOSBURW 29 9OUBUIIAOT sdays 1eao saurpno wSipered siy [, ‘Jou st widipeaed oy xo[dwod saa11oads1ad
suowrwo)) K109y} Iop[oyayeIS are digsandudadanud oedu Jo sonoeid pue Juowkodop oyl A(IYA  JudwaSDUD ] JO Kwappoy 6102 T8 12 UewIBIN
yoeoadde pajedoapy swire/ssurpuy A3y [ewnof ERR LITIN

(ponunuoo) zs|qey

pringer

As



1694 International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (2021) 17:1673-1705

However, how can entrepreneurs concretely play this role in an effective way?
Systems and commons thinking provide us with a new generation of clear and meas-
urable general objectives, but they provide little, if any, concrete detail on how to
achieve these objectives, and particularly on which entrepreneurial actions on the
ground might really contribute to shifting from vicious to virtuous cycles at the sys-
tem level.

The literature, and particularly the 19 recent agenda-setting articles that we
review in this section, has already provided an interesting set of possible answers
by identifying theories and approaches whose explanatory and normative power has
been widely tested in the business and management literature, and that have proved
sound and effective in translating goals into concrete working organizations and/or
solutions that are also economically self-sustaining. As Fig. 4 demonstrates, these
approaches overall draw a theoretical network linking the systemic and the com-
mons approaches with a connective tissue that is hard-wired in today’s ongoing
debate in the business and management disciplines.

The first group of approaches that play this bridging role in Fig. 4 is related to
the social behaviors of the entrepreneur and includes the embeddedness, stake-
holder, and institutional approaches. Social embeddedness theories have a long
tradition in entrepreneurship research, dating back to the Austrian school and
particularly Lachmann’s (1976) research. The entrepreneur is viewed as strongly
embedded in its context, acting as a catalyst of social learning (Cantino et al.,
2017). Embeddedness occurs at several levels. For example, sociocultural local
embeddedness enables attaining help to develop the initiative; ecological embed-
dedness enables the granular collection and understanding of environmental feed-
back; community of practice embeddedness enables knowledge exchange and
open innovation (Vlasov et al., 2018). As in the case of the link between system-
level analyses and the governance and management of the commons, the link
between social embeddedness and the commons approach is soundly present in
the literature, although not explicitly advocated in the 19 articles under analysis.
Self-organizing and participatory architectures for commons-related learning have
been acknowledged as key to the governance and management of the commons
(Ricciardi et al., 2020a, b). Again, this meta-theoretic link is represented by one of
the red dotted lines in Fig. 4.

Further, entrepreneurs play a specific role in embedding their initiatives in a
dynamic network of stakeholders. The stakeholder theory has significantly con-
tributed to translating the embeddedness idea into concrete practices and per-
formance measurement criteria. However, the time is ripe to develop a sounder
theory of stakeholder governance and management (Amis et al., 2020). Scholars
increasingly suggest overcoming the traditional, firm-centric versions of the stake-
holder theory, and adopting a more systemic, commons-like view where stake-
holders are not just beneficiaries but essential participants in problem solving and
enterprise development because of their knowledge of local conditions and the
role they can play in generating support (Lumpkin & Bacq, 2019). Unsurprisingly,
the stakeholder approach is strongly linked with both the commons and the sys-
tems approaches, as presented in Fig. 4.
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While stakeholder views focus on actor-to-actor embeddedness, the approaches
based on institutional entrepreneurship and institutional work focus on actors’
embeddedness in social rules and values. Institutional theories view the context
in which ventures are embedded as organizational fields (de Clercq & Voronov,
2011) in which different institutional logics (e.g., market logic or environment
protection logic) are created, interact, clash, and evolve (Ansari et al., 2013).
Continuous institutional work is needed to create and recreate the conditions for
sustainability transitions, which is why the idea of institutional entrepreneurship
has gained great traction in SDG-related studies (Wijen & Ansari, 2007a, b).
Institutional work and entrepreneurship are explicitly co-advocated with systemic
approaches and commons approaches by the literature (see Fig. 4), starting from
Ostrom (1990) herself.

The second group of approaches that play a bridging role in Fig. 4 is related to the
concrete cognitive, creative, and decision-making tools that entrepreneurs can adopt
to address grand challenges successfully. Design-oriented approaches highlight that
systems (including systems shaped by possible social dilemmas) can and should be
(re)designed, for example, through sociotechnical approaches (Venkataraman et al.,
2012), to make them resilient and capable of regenerating resources for the common
good. Entrepreneurs are in a position to play a pivotal role in this never-ending sys-
temic design challenge (O’Shea et al., 2021). Processual approaches (Jones et al.,
2019) highlight that business opportunities co-evolve with social-ecological systems
and continuous entrepreneurial learning is required to build the contribution of entre-
preneurship to the SDGs throughout time. The effectuation approach (Sarasvathy &
Ramesh, 2019) highlights how the specific relationship between the entrepreneur and
the world, based on the entrepreneur’s capacity to embrace uncertainty and adaptively
experiment around ideas and opportunities at hand, is key to the specific contribution
of entrepreneurship to addressing grand challenges. The effectuation approach, which
is means based (rather than ends based) is considered close to robust action and its
dynamics of distributed experimentation (Ferraro et al., 2015). In a very recent arti-
cle, Grimes and Vogus (2021) argue that the approach resulting from robust action
and the effectuation framework may result in entrepreneurial action that, although
necessary, is not sufficiently bold and systemic; therefore, entrepreneurs should be
reoriented to possibilistic thinking, which prioritizes counterfactual reasoning and
a strong focus on long-term and even on unlikely system-level consequences. This
recent contribution confirms the emerging need to cross-fertilize the effectuation
approach with systems thinking, alongside the theory of the commons.

In the basket of 19 recent agenda-setting articles that we selected for the anal-
ysis of the emerging theoretical landscape around the entrepreneurship — grand
challenges nexus, six co-advocate at least one of the approaches mentioned in this
section and the systemic approach (Table 1); three co-advocate at least one of the
approaches mentioned in this section and the commons approach (Table 2); and six
advocate at least one of the approaches mentioned in this section without explicitly
co-advocating the systemic or commons approaches (Table 3). All of the approaches
discussed in this section are co-advocated with the commons or systems approaches
by at least one article, as demonstrated in Fig. 4.
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Table 4 Articles in this special issue that contribute to the research streams synthesized revolving around

systems thinking

Authors and title

Contribution

De Bernardi, Paola; Bertello, Alberto;
Forliano, Canio; Bullini Orlandi, Federico.
Beyond the “ivory tower”. Comparing
academic and non-academic knowledge on
social entrepreneurship

Callegari, Beniamino; Feder, Christophe.
Entrepreneurship and systemic
consequences of epidemics: A literature
review and emerging model

Le Loarne, Séverine; Razgallah, Meriam;
Maalaoui, Adnane; Kraus, Sascha.
Becoming a green entrepreneur: An
advanced entrepreneurial cognition model
based on a practiced-based approach

Zucchella, Antonella; Previtali, Pietro;
Strange, Roger. Proactive and reactive views
in the transition towards circular business
models

A grounded study in the plastic packaging
industry

This study conducts a comparative network analysis of
social entrepreneurship’s conceptual structure at both
the academic and non-academic levels, considering
scientific articles’ keywords and Wikipedia webpages’
co-occurrences. The results reveal similarities and
discrepancies between these two different sources of
knowledge, and outline avenues for future studies at
the intersection between social entrepreneurship and
the research domains of digital transformation,
performance measurement, entrepreneurial
ecosystems, and ethics

This article shows that in the short term, epidemics
trigger a wave of Kirznerian entrepreneurship aimed
at reducing the uncertainty generated directly and
indirectly by the medical emergency. Conversely, in
the long term, as medical uncertainty abates,
Schumpeterian entrepreneurship contributes to
transforming the post-crisis environment, either
supporting or undermining the public reaction to the
crisis and determining the path of institutionalization,
in the process of defining a new normal. Thus,
epidemics could lead to unpredictable socioeconomic
and technological improvements, but also to highly
undesirable outcomes, depending on the effectiveness
of the integration of entrepreneurial capabilities within
the public sector

This article examines how entrepreneurs develop the
intention to make their venture green, even when
“being green” doesn’t happen right from the start, or
when the company does not operate in a business that
is considered green. The study argues that “becoming
green” is not a radical process, but is instead strongly
influenced by the entrepreneurial praxis the
entrepreneur progressively adopts. An illustrative case
study reveals how this model works

This study analyzes the transition to circular business
models in incumbent entrepreneurial firms in the
plastic packaging industry. The results suggest that
the circularity challenge raises dilemmas about how
to interpret the transition to sustainability. That is,
the transition may be interpreted in a reactive way,
by prioritizing continuity and compliance with the
law. However, the transition may be interpreted in a
proactive way based on radical experimentation and
openness to change. A multilevel proactive view of the
circularity transition is key to transforming the three
interconnected levels of analysis (network,
entrepreneur, organization) into a proper,
sustainability-oriented innovation ecosystem
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Table 5 Articles in this special issue that contribute to the research on the link between entrepreneurial
ecosystems and entrepreneurs’ contribution to sustainable development

Authors and title

Contribution

Audretsch, David B.; Eichler, Georg M.; Schwarza,
Erich J. Emerging needs of social innovators and

social innovation ecosystems

Dos Santos, Lucas Inacio; Anholon, Rosley; Da
Silva, Dirceu; Etulain, Carlos Raul; Sanchez
Rodrigues, Vasco; Leal Filho, Walter. Corporate
social responsibility projects: Critical success
factors for better performance of Brazilian

companies and guidelines to qualify professionals

and entrepreneurs

Gil-Gomez, Hermenegildo; Oltra-Badenes, Raul;
Guerola-Navarro, Vicente; Zegarra Saldafia,
Pablo. Crowdfunding: A Bibliometric Analysis

Khatami, Fahimeh; Scuotto, Veronica; Krueger,
Norris; Cantino, Valter. The influence of the
entrepreneurial ecosystem model on sustainable
innovation from a macro-level lens

By conducting an in-depth qualitative analysis of
an exemplary territorial context, this
exploratory study sheds light on the emerging
needs of social innovators. Further, through an
analysis of the identified needs of the
entrepreneurs, the study explores similarities and
differences between the social innovation
ecosystem and the entrepreneurial ecosystem.
Thus, Isenberg’s entrepreneurial ecosystem
model is leveraged for the development of a
novel social innovation ecosystem model

This study analyzes the most impactful critical
success factors for corporate social
responsibility projects in the context of
Brazilian companies’ to propose guidelines to
better qualify new professionals and
entrepreneurs in the face of sustainability
challenges. Thirteen critical success factors
were identified in selected literature sources and,
through a survey with experienced
professionals, it was possible to identify the six
most relevant for Brazilian companies. Based on
these results, three guidelines are proposed to
better qualify professionals and entrepreneurs in
the Brazilian context. These outcomes shed light
on the needs that need to be met in
entrepreneurial ecosystems to help entrepreneurs
contribute to sustainability transitions

This study presents a quantitative vision of the study
of crowdfunding through a bibliometric analysis
of the most relevant publications. The main goal
is to determine whether crowdfunding is really
a subject of increasing interest, and to identify
the most productive and influential sources of its
scientific research. This study forms a foundation
for new studies to delve deeper into this theme

By analyzing secondary data on 14 European
countries, this study investigates how an
entrepreneurial ecosystem can support
entrepreneurs in creating entrepreneurial
sustainable innovations (ESIs). The results show
that ESIs are positively correlated with three
elements of Isenberg’s model of the
entrepreneurial ecosystem (policy, finance, and
infrastructural and administrative
support), whereas two other elements of the
model (culture and human capital) do not
significantly influence ESIs. The country-level
capabilities of the ESIs are also measured

@ Springer



1700 International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (2021) 17:1673-1705

Table 5 (continued)

Authors and title Contribution

Moggi, Sara; Pierce, Paul; Bernardi, Nicole. From  This study proposes the thrivable entrepreneurial
sustainability to thrivability: an inductive ecosystem as the goal of entrepreneurial action
[framework for entrepreneurial ecosystems in the face of grand challenges. The proposed

thrivability approach to entrepreneurship aims to
create prosperity through ecosystemic resources
(re)generation and transformation based on
entrepreneurship-driven interorganizational
collaboration around common long-term
economic goals. The thrivability approach is
illustrated and further developed with an
in-depth qualitative analysis of an exemplary
case (the transformation of a local wine
ecosystem in Italy)

Articles in this special issue

The preceding sections highlight the dynamism of the research field focusing on the
role of entrepreneurship in addressing grand challenges. The International Entrepre-
neurship and Management Journal is contributing to this viable and relevant debate
and in 2019 launched the special issue “Grand Challenges and Entrepreneurship:
Emerging Issues and Research Streams”.

Overall, 23 papers were submitted. At the end of the review cycles, nine papers
were accepted. Four of these studies contribute to the research streams that are syn-
thesized in the left part of Fig. 3 and their contributions are synthesized in Table 4.
The other five studies focus, from different standpoints, on the role of entrepreneur-
ial ecosystems in pursuing sustainability and addressing the SDGs, thus contribut-
ing to research streams that are mapped in the central and right part of Fig. 3. The
contributions of these five studies are synthesized in Table 5. Overall, we believe
that these nine articles cover some of the most viable topics and approaches identi-
fied in our literature analyses. We hope that this special issue will make a significant
contribution to the ongoing conversation on entrepreneurship and grand challenges.
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