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CHAPTER 1: SYNOPSIS
MARKETS, MORALS AND MINDSETS:
EXPLAINING THE STRUCTURAL FRAGILITY OF

SOCIAL AND SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS



1.1. INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurship has long been associated with opportunity creation and economic growth.
Nowadays, it is increasingly entrusted with the far ambitious goal of advancing sustainability
and societal transformation (George et al., 2016; Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). Social and
sustainability-oriented ventures are expected to not only innovate, but also to reconcile
economic viability with social and environmental responsibility with their founders being seen
as moral leaders (Mair & Marti, 2006; Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). They have been identified
as critical levers for addressing grand challenges, such as climate change, social injustice,
global health and institutional voids (George et al., 2016; Grimes et al., 2019). In policy and
practice, such businesses have been recognized as playing a significant role in supporting to
achieve the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Arora & Mishra,
2019).

As the field of sustainability is gaining more attention, so do the demands for it. Markets
primarily reward viability and competitiveness, not purpose, resulting in profound tensions.
Ventures grounded in mission-driven ambitions must endure the same structural pressures such
as uncertainty and resource scarcity as any other firm while carrying additional normative
commitments and stakeholder perceptions (Hall et al., 2010; Sarasvathy et al., 2010) with
potentially conflicting demands (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Ebrahim et al., 2014). While some
ventures are able to scale up and generate systemic impact, others fail to maintain their
integrity, gain access to funding, or survive in market environments. A series of recent scandals
involving social or environmental entrepreneurs or firms demonstrate that being a moral leader
does not necessarily make you behave like one in real life. Cases in which sustainability-
oriented founders or ventures have been involved in misconduct or reputational crisis show the

vulnerability of moral positions when symbolic commitments differ from substantive practices



(Choi & Majumdar, 2014; Saebi et al., 2019) (e.g. cases of Fynn Kliemann or GOT BAG
(Bomke, 2022)).

This disconnection between theoretical expectations and practices is a long-standing
issue in the organizational literature, described as decoupling (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Bromley
& Powell, 2012). More recently, in the field of sustainability the literature has focused on
greenwashing: the ways companies stakeholder legitimacy by giving the impression that they
care for the environment more than they really do (Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Lyon &
Montgomery, 2015). This implies the need to use more critical and nuanced measures of
sustainability orientation and organizational resilience to move beyond merely expressed
interests. In the case of social entrepreneurship, the intersection of social and commercial logics
can create fault lines and vulnerabilities (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Smith & Besharov, 2019).
Hybrid organizations need to constantly reconcile the imperative of social mission with the
imperative of economic sustainability, and these tensions can be generative as well as fraught
(Ebrahim et al., 2014). If not empirically tested, entrepreneurship for sustainability could be
either over-glorified or over-criticized. Various studies have provided insight into the cognition
underlying impact-driven entrepreneurship (Miller et al., 2012; Mitchell et al., 2007), the
legitimacy strategies employed by hybrid organizations (Battilana & Lee, 2014, Tolbert &
Zucker, 2019), and the governance issues associated with multiple institutional logics (Ebrahim
et al., 2014; Smith & Besharov, 2019). An analysis of cognitive, organizational and field-level
aspects of sustainability-oriented entrepreneurship is not only analytically challenging but also
required given the growing institutional complexity and controversy surrounding social and
sustainable enterprises. Simultaneously to being inextricably linked to moral values and social
impact, sustainability-oriented entrepreneurship is embedded in fields characterized by
dynamics of symbolic, reputation and financial interests that may be divergent (George et al.,

2016; Wickert et al., 2021).



Despite this rapidly growing body of research on sustainable and social entrepreneurship,
there is a lack of integrated, multi-level understanding of how sustainability-oriented
approaches are implemented and how these implementations shape the development of
organizations and their broader societal contributions (Felin et al., 2015; Shepherd & Patzelt,
2022). What remains underdeveloped is a mechanism-based approach that connects how
sustainability commitments are formed in the mindsets, institutionalized within organizations,
and ultimately tested under market conditions.

This dissertation attempts to address these challenges with a research design that
combines various perspectives and rigorous measurement instruments that are enacted within
and across individual, organizational, and field levels of analysis and their impact on venture
evolution and sustainable development outcomes.

To answer these questions, this dissertation employs a multi-level, reverse-logic research
design that begins with heterogeneity in market-level survival rates, based on longitudinal
registry data, and systematically decomposes these outcomes into organizational, moral, and
cognitive mechanisms. It examines how sustainability certifications shape internal legitimacy
and employee satisfaction, how social and commercial entrepreneurs differ in ESG trade-off
reasoning, and how growth-mindset interventions influence formation of sustainability-
oriented entrepreneurial intentions. Through this process, the dissertation develops a multilevel
model of how sustainability-oriented logics are interpreted and altered as they trickle down
across levels of analysis as shown in Figure 1. To be more precise, these complexities are
addressed through a design that deliberately integrates multiple lenses:

First, it provides a robust system-level indicator. Instead of using subjective social impact
or prestige as proxies, the analysis focuses on the objective event of insolvencies as empirical
evidence of system robustness. Organizational longevity has been perceived as a powerful

signal of structural robustness in the face of market and institutional challenges (Cumming &



Johan, 2019; Stinchcombe, 1965). With a focus on the hazard rate and archival data over time,
the dissertation is less prone to normative and ideological exaggeration and more interested in
actual results rather than proclaimed goals.

Second, the organizational level of analysis includes data on the B Corp and Economy
for the Common Good (EconGood) certifications. Both certifications are used here, as they
cover comparably broad scopes of sustainability assessment, and integrate environmental,
social, governance and stakeholder criteria into a total score as well as sub-scores such as in
workers-dimensions (Berrone et al., 2019; Hiller, 2013). While no certification is immune to
critique, the use of multi-dimensional certifications decreases the likelihood of equating
restricted sustainability activities with general organizational alignment. In addition, by
combining certification data with independent employee satisfaction measures from an
Employer Rating Platform (ERP), the dissertation directly addresses the potential gap between
formal structures and internal experiences, thereby engaging decoupling theory empirically
(Bromley & Powell, 2012).

Third, conjoint analysis of moral mechanisms also allows us to explore how ESG themes
are being weighted in trade-off settings by entrepreneurs. According to moral disengagement
theory (Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, 2002), individuals may cognitively reconstruct morally
questionable conducts to make it socially justifiable under conditions of constraint or
competition. By comparing revealed preference structures among social and commercial
entrepreneurs, this dissertation does not assume moral high ground but empirically explores
the extent to which logics of sustainability are being exercised in a choice setting. This
acknowledges the potential disconnect between moral attitude and strategic practice, as well as
the need to examine, not to assume sustainability practices on each level of the ESG-dimension.

Finally, the use of growth-mindset interventions speaks to the micro-foundations of

sustainability-oriented cognition. Research on entrepreneurial cognition emphasizes the



importance of beliefs, opportunity recognition and identity as drivers of venture action (Dweck,
2015; Miller et al., 2012; Mitchell et al., 2007). The dissertation adopts a micro-foundational
perspective by considering whether and how frames of growth-mindset interventions can be
impacted at the nascent level. This micro-foundational approach means that sustainability-
orientation is not only being conceptualized at the structural and reputational levels, but also
as a cognitive-motivational construct which may have bearing on future organizational
decisions.

Taking everything into consideration, these design features provide the dissertation with
the scope to engage with prominent issues in the literatures on sustainability and social
entrepreneurship: symbolic inflation, greenwashing, decoupling, mission drift and moral
inconsistency. In addition, the dissertation does not rely on any one measure of sustainability
and instead employs several holistic lenses across survival outcomes, certification systems,
moral trade-off logic within ESG and cognitive development. This facilitates a more nuanced
and less romantic picture of sustainability logics in action.

By this, the results respond to recent calls for microfoundations and multilevel theorizing
in entrepreneurship (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2022) and institutional research (Felin et al., 2015).
Through the combination of the cognitive, organizational and system levels of analysis, this
dissertation provides an empirically grounded theoretical framework to assess the potential of
social and sustainable entrepreneurship to drive systemic transitions as well as the conditions
under which this potential might be constrained. In that respect, the diversity of levels of
analysis employed by this dissertation is not only a matter of methodological pluralism. It is
also a consequence of the multifaceted nature of sustainable entrepreneurship in a modern
market economy. Responding to Grand Challenges, including addressing the SDGs, it cannot
be assumed by the mission alone but rather has to be found in practice, governance, decision

making and longevity.
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1.2. THEORETICAL CLASSIFICATION AND CONTRIBUTION

1.2.1. A Multilevel Mechanism Model of Sustainability-Oriented Entrepreneurship

Overall, this dissertation presents a multi-level and problem-focused research design to
investigate an empirical puzzle at the market level. Rather than taking normative assumptions
about the positive effect of a sustainability orientation for granted, this study starts from
systematic variation in organizational outcomes and then decomposes the micro- and meso-
level mechanisms that could potentially account for this variation. Such a reverse-logic
research design is aligned with a phenomenon-driven approach to theory-building (Hambrick,
2007) (See Figure 1) and addresses recent calls for cross-level research in entrepreneurship

(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2022) and institutional analysis (George et al., 2016).

1.2.2. Outcome-based theorizing

At the same time, this design represents an instance of outcome-based theorizing.
Organizational survival serves as an observable and consequential indicator of structural
resilience under real-world market conditions (Stinchcombe, 1965). The unexpected
vulnerability of sustainability-oriented startups, especially in comparison to their conventional
counterparts, forms the puzzle that guides subsequent theoretical elaboration. All empirical
studies draw on real-world entrepreneurs and operating firms, and although the mindset study
involves an intervention design, it likewise captures real-world behavioral outcomes rather than
attitudinal shifts. By focusing on outcome variance rather than inspirational anecdotes,
normative bias is minimized while a diagnostic perspective on sustainability-oriented

businesses is looked at.



1.2.3. Cross-level decomposition

The empirical program is structured as a theoretically nested sequence of explanatory levels:

system-level outcomes, organizational mechanisms, moral-cognitive processes, and micro-

foundations of entrepreneurial framing (See Table 1).

The system-level analysis reveals the paradox of structural resilience and hazard of
insolvencies. The study on the survival of green versus non-green startups uses
longitudinal registry data and applies survival modeling techniques. This empirical
approach allows for time-sensitive measurement of organizational resilience and
captures structural robustness under real-world market pressures (Cumming & Johan,
2019; Paterson et al., 2002). By using objective outcome data instead of perceptual
performance measures or self-reported impact indicators, this research sets the stage for
the dissertation by focusing on hard outcomes that reflect the cumulative effect of
strategic and structural choices.

The organizational level: legitimacy construction and internal alignment. To
investigate the process by which sustainability becomes institutionalized within
organizations, this dissertation combines certification data of B Corp and EconGood
with independent employee ratings from an ERP. This research design utilizes signaling
theory (Connelly et al., 2011; Spence, 2002) and, at the same time, draws on the
Resource-based view (RBV) (Barney & Arikan, 2005; Bromley & Powell, 2012; Meyer
& Rowan, 1977). By matching certifications as external signals with stakeholder
perceptions, such as in this case, employee with their ratings on the ERP, this research
assesses whether symbolic legitimacy translates into organizational robustness. This
level sheds light on how sustainability narratives become inscribed in governance

structures, routines, and stakeholder expectations and how this inscription may



simultaneously generate legitimacy benefits and narrative rigidities (Dart, 2004;
Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Luke et al., 2013).

Moral-cognitive level: trade-off reasoning under constraint. The conjoint study on
ESG trade-offs disentangles preference structures and moral weighting mechanisms
among entrepreneurs. By observing revealed decision patterns in hypothetical
scenarios, this research directly tests how moral reasoning affects strategic
prioritization (Bandura, 1996; Mitchell et al., 2007) drawing on the Social Cognitive
Theory (SCT) with a focus on Moral Disengagement (MD) as well as Founder Identity
Theory (Bandura, 1996, Baker & Powell, 2020; Ko & Kim, 2020). Conjoint analysis
allows for isolating the relative weight of People, Planet, and Profit in situations of
trade-off and, in this way, identifies systematic differences in cognitive framing
between social and commercial entrepreneurs. This level elucidates how moral
consistency affects adaptability if ventures face resource constraints or conflicting
demands.

Micro-foundations: formation of sustainability-oriented mindsets. The field
experiment on growth and entrepreneurial mindset formation contributes quasi-
experimental insights into the cognitive micro-foundations of entrepreneurship
(Dweck, 2015; Krueger, 2009). Although the treatment effects are small, this research
component informs our understanding of how sustainability-oriented cognition forms
and potentially affects subsequent decision-making processes. In this way, it
strengthens the micro-foundational basis of the dissertation and addresses recent calls
for incorporating psychological processes into organizational research (Felin et al.,

2015).



1.3. METHODOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTION

Beyond the theoretical contributions, the dissertation provides a methodological contribution
by offering a template for studying paradoxical organizational phenomena. By combining
survival analysis, large-scale archival data, experimental conjoint design, and quasi-
experimental field intervention within a reverse-logic framework, it demonstrates how to
empirically test cross-level arguments. In this way, the dissertation directly responds to recent
calls for incorporating micro-foundations into macro-level outcomes in entrepreneurship
research (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2022) and for analyzing the unintended side effects of
normatively valued phenomena (George et al., 2016). Rather than presupposing that
sustainability orientation is beneficial, the research design scrutinizes its structural
consequences and, in so doing, contributes to a more mature and empirically informed

understanding of hybrid organizing.

1.3.1. Outcome-based theorizing and the logic of anomaly

The systematic differences in survival rates between sustainability-oriented and conventional
firms and start-ups represent the paradox that the dissertation seeks to explain. In starting from
an anomaly rather than a broader narrative about the importance of sustainability, the
dissertation employs an outcome-based approach to theorizing (Davis & Marquis, 2005)
allowing the research to minimize normative interpretations (Tsoukas, 1989) and develops a
more diagnostic, analytical approach to understanding the consequences of sustainability-
oriented entrepreneurship (cf. Van de Ven et al., 2007).

System level: The quantitative study of green versus non-green startup survival uses

longitudinal registry data and survival analysis to model Kaplan Meier curves, Log-rank tests
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and Cox-proportional hazard models. Survival analysis offers a time-sensitive way to model
venture fragility and resilience under real-world competitive conditions (Cumming & Johan,
2019; Paterson et al., 2002). In employing this analytical technique, the dissertation moves
beyond perceptual performance metrics or self-reported impact measures to anchor the research
in objective outcomes that reflect the cumulative effects of strategic and structural choices.

Organizational level: The quantitative study of certification and employee satisfaction
integrates independent data on venture certification, such as a legitimacy construction to match
the internal alignment of perceived employee satisfaction from ERP data with external
validation though B Corp and EconGood certifications. At this level of analysis, the study
examines how sustainability narratives become inscribed in structures, routines, and
stakeholder expectations and how these inscriptions may yield legitimacy benefits and
narrative rigidities (Diochon & Anderson, 2011) using ANOVA, Q-Q plots and Levene’s test
as well as Tukey-Kramer post hoc tests.

Moral-cognitive level: The conjoint experiment on ESG trade-offs models preference
structures and moral weighting among entrepreneurs. The revealed preference approach
adopted in this design allows for direct observation of how moral reasoning affects strategic
prioritization (Bandura et al., 1996; Mitchell et al., 2007). The conjoint design permits a clearer
decomposition of the relative weights attached to the ESG dimensions under conditions of
trade-offs combined with scales on MD and founder identity using regression analysis, ANOVA
and Tukey’s Honestly Significant Difference (HSD). Introducing latent constructs to further
analyze the willingness to trade-offs (WTOS) and balance scores. This study examines how
moral consistency affects adaptability when ventures confront resource constraints or
conflicting stakeholder demands.

Micro-foundations: The field experiment on growth and entrepreneurial mindset

formation introduces quasi-experimental data on the emergence of cognitive frames such as
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growth mindset (Dweck, 2015; Krueger, 2009). Though the treatment effects tested through
Difference-in-Difference analysis and Mann-Whitney U-tests are modest, this study helps
elucidate how a sustainability-oriented mindset develops and how that mindset may shape
subsequent decision-making and action. In so doing, the study strengthens the micro-
foundational logic of the study and responds to recent calls for incorporating psychological
concepts into organizational analysis (Felin et al., 2015).

The research design follows abductive logic (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012), wherein an
anomalous empirical pattern such as different survival rates triggers an abductive process
theoretical elaboration to account for that anomaly. Various studies are nested in broader
explanatory architecture rather than being parallel studies.

The four empirical layers of this thesis can be metaphorically represented by the growth-
mindset, the good, the green and the grave. The growth-mindset represents the cognitive micro-
foundations of an entrepreneurial mindset in terms of the development of entrepreneurial
intentions and value-orientations. The good is the moral counterpart, exploring how social and
commercial entrepreneurs perceive ESG attributes and handle moral dilemmas. The green is
the organizational materialization of a sustainability-orientation in terms of, for instance,
certification, governance and legitimacy building. The grave is the market level where
eventually sustainability-oriented projects must survive the graveyard of insolvency. These
four theoretical enactments together sketch the process of how social and sustainable business
logics are being constructed, institutionalized and evaluated (see Table 1). It contributes to the
formulation of cross-level theory by starting from the market and moving backwards to its

cognitive and organizational origins.
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1.4. STATE OF PUBLICATION

The four papers included in this dissertation are at different stages of development and
publication, reflecting the iterative and cumulative nature of the research process. Together,
they demonstrate a coherent research approach that has evolved from initial empirical
exploration to increasingly theory-integrated contributions. Table 2 provides an overview of
the current research status and the academic conferences where the papers were presented to

an academic audience, as well as the authorship of each paper.
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Table 1: Overview of Papers

Title Level Research Aims Contributions Theoretical Data & Methods
Perspectives
Paper 1: System | To examine whether and (1) Provides population-level Sustainable Longitudinal registry data
Survival of the Greenest? Market under what conditions evidence on survival patterns of ~ Entrepreneurship (Green Startup Monitor &
Life cycles of green and sustainability-oriented green vs. non-green startups. startupdetector)
non-green start-ups in startups differ in survival (2) Specifies structural Institutional Theory Survival analysis / Hazard
Germany trajectories and insolvency  boundary conditions (resource models
hazards compared to non-  intensity, financing frictions, Liability of Newness
green startups. ecosystem dependencies).
(3) Advances a contingent view
of sustainability and resilience.
Paper 2: Organizational To investigate how (1) Empirically tests alignment Signaling Theory Large-scale dataset
Beyond The Badge: sustainability certifications between external certification combining certification data
Exploring The Connection (B Corp, Economy for the  and internal employee Resource-Based View (B Corp & EconGood) with
Between Sustainable Common Good) relate to experience. employee satisfaction ratings
Business Certifications And employee satisfaction and  (2) Contributes to decoupling (kununu)
Employee Satisfaction internal legitimacy. and signaling debates. Regression analyses /
Moderation effects
Paper 3: Moral- To examine how social (1) Provides micro-foundations ~ Moral Disengagement  Conjoint experiment with real
Can you have it all? Cognitive and commercial of sustainability-oriented entrepreneurs
Trade-Offs, Tensions, and entrepreneurs differ in decision-making. Founder Identity ESG trade-off scenarios
the ESG Tightrope in ESG prioritization and (2) Empirically compares moral Statistical modeling of
Entrepreneurial Decision- moral trade-off reasoning. ~ weighting structures across attribute weighting
Making venture types.
(3) Extends moral
disengagement theory into
entrepreneurship research.
Paper 4: Individual | To assess whether growth- (1) Links mindset development ~ Growth Mindset Field-based intervention
Shifting Mindsets — Micro mindset interventions to real-world entrepreneurial study (t0, t1, t2)
Shaping Mali: Can the influence entrepreneurial engagement. Entrepreneurial Control group comparison
problem-based, blended- and sustainability-oriented  (2) Adds developmental Intention Theory Survey-based measurement

learning approach of
EDTECH be the future of
adult education and
training in Africa?

intentions among early-
stage participants.

perspective to sustainable
entrepreneurship research.

of mindset and
entrepreneurial activity

14



Table 2: Status of Publication and Authorship

Chapter Title Current State Conferences Share of Contribution
No. Author(s) and Institution (in
%)
2 Survival of the Greenest? Shorter German version 2025: G-Forum in Stuttgart (Germany) Sumaya Islam || Paderborn
Life cycles of green and accepted in Der 2026: FGF-Friihjahrestreffen in Kopenhagen (Denmark)  University (100)
non-green start-ups in Betriebswirt, publication in 2026: Babson BCERC University of Alabama,
Germany process for 2026. Tuscaloosa (USA) — accepted, not yet participated
3 Beyond The Badge: Submitted to Corporate 2023: 6th Paper Development Seminar, Seville (Spain) Malte Bau || Otto-von-
Exploring The Connection  Social Responsibility and 2024: FGF-Friihjahrestreffen in Dortmund (Germany) Guericke-University Magdeburg
Between Sustainable Environmental Management ~ 2024: G-Forum in Ingolstadt (Germany) (40)
Business Certifications (February 2026) 2024: EURAM in Bath (United Kingdom) Sumaya Islam || Paderborn
And Employee Satisfaction 2025: G-Forum in Stuttgart (Germany) University (40)
Michael Wunsch || University
of Bayreuth (20)
4 Can you have it all? The study has been approved 2023: 6th Paper Development Seminar, Seville (Spain) Sumaya Islam || Paderborn
Trade-Offs, Tensions, and by the ethics committee of 2024: FGF-Friihjahrestreffen in Dortmund (Germany) University (50)
the ESG Tightrope in Paderborn University. 2024: 20th Annual Social Entrepreneurship Conference Tobias Buchta || Paderborn
Entrepreneurial Decision- at IMD Lausanne (Switzerland) University (30)
Making Planned submission to 2024: G-Forum in Ingolstadt (Germany) Colin Wooldridge || Texas
Journal of Business Ethics in  2025: EURAM in Bath (United Kingdom) — Acceptance ~ A&M University-Corpus Christi
March 2026 (20)
5 Shifting Mindsets — The study has been approved  2022: Fakultitsforschungsworkshop in Melle (Germany) Enja Marie Herdejiirgen ||

Shaping Mali: Can the
problem-based, blended-
learning approach of
EDTECH be the future of
adult education and
training in Africa?

by the ethics committee of
Paderborn University.
Publication Status: Review-
rejected from Group &
Organization Management
(GOM)

2022: SASE in Amsterdam (Netherlands)
2023: G-Forum in Darmstadt (Germany)

2023: AOM in Boston (USA)

Paderborn University (33,33)
Sumaya Islam || Paderborn
University (33,33)

Martin Schneider || Paderborn
University (33,33)
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2. ABSTRACT

Green start-ups are frequently portrayed as major drivers of the sustainable revolution, yet little
is known about their true risk of insolvency. Using a population-wide register dataset of 30, 523
German startups, the failure rates of green and non-green startups are compared. While there is
a theoretical argument that a commitment to sustainability provides legitimacy and access to
patient capital, the empirical evidence is still scarce and dependent on the context and
ecosystem.

The results are striking. Using survival analysis, it is shown that green startups are
significantly more likely to fail than non-green startups both in the short and long term. These
time patterns are consistent: green startups are more likely to go into insolvency than non-green
startups not only during the first years of life but also at later stages of firm development. This
evidence challenges the existence of a green survival premium and suggests a liability of
newness and greenness; that is, engaging in sustainability makes startups more unstable
throughout their life cycle. Overall, these findings provide a more refined comprehension of
sustainable entrepreneurship by highlighting the structural and persistent nature of the risks of
failure of green startups. They also invite governments and investors to reconsider their policies
of support and to develop long-term instruments that better match the specific risk profiles and

capital needs of sustainability-oriented startups.
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3. ABSTRACT

This study examines the relationship between sustainability certifications and employee
satisfaction by conceptualizing certifications as external signals and internal organizational
resources. Drawing on signaling theory and the resource-based view (RBV), we analyze a
dataset of 173 certified firms and a control group of 20,022 firms, combining certification data
from B Corp and Economy for the Common Good (EconGood) with reviews from kununu, the
leading employer review platform (ERP) in the DACH region (Germany, Austria, Switzerland).
Both certifications are Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) and have scoring dimensions
with a focus on workers. Using ANOVA, regressions, and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA),
we compare the association between certifications and employee evaluation to test whether
these two signal types indeed match. We find that certified companies are evaluated better by
their employees compared to non-certified companies. However, we do not find an association
between the scores achieved in certifications and employee evaluations. CFA reveals a
significant but moderate correlation between the constructs measured by the ERP and the
worker dimensions of the certifications, indicating partial conceptual overlap. Our results
contribute to organizational behavior and corporate social responsibility literature as we
identify a decoupling of external certification metrics from internal employee evaluations. We
point to the need for companies to ensure that their commitments to sustainability match the
experience perceived by employees and provide ethically relevant insights into ways in which
organizations can enhance the credibility of their sustainability claims. In this way, our study
advances theory, as it combines the RBV and the signaling view to explain why external signals
for sustainability may not be in line with employee evaluations, thus enriching the conceptual

understanding of authenticity in CSR.
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4. ABSTRACT

Entrepreneurial decision-making often unfolds in an environment of uncertainty, resource
constraints, and conflicting value systems, intensifying the tension between mission-oriented
ideals and pragmatic economic constraints. In this paper, we analyze entrepreneurs' willingness
to compromise on environmental, social, and governance (ESG) criteria and their underlying
cognitive justifications. Our study with 79 entrepreneurs combines a conjoint design with
validated scales for moral disengagement (MD) and founder identity. We investigate (a) the
entrepreneurs' preferences for ESG attributes, (b) their general willingness to compromise on
ESG criteria, and (c) the differences between social and commercial entrepreneurs. Our results
show that first, entrepreneurs' willingness to compromise on ESG criteria is positively related
to their level of MD, second, entrepreneurs' willingness to compromise on ESG criteria depends
on their founder identity: missionaries, common among social entrepreneurs, show lower MD
and lower willingness to compromise on ESG criteria, while darwinians, common among
commercial entrepreneurs, show higher MD and higher willingness to compromise on ESG
criteria, and third, entrepreneurs have a blind spot for the governance criterion when making
ESG-related decisions. Our study contributes to the literature on entrepreneurship and business
ethics by offering a context-specific theoretical model of MD in the new venture creation
process and by providing evidence of differences in MD between social and commercial
entrepreneurs. Thus, the findings reveal that MD and its interaction with founder identity play
a key role in influencing ESG decisions, which in turn impact the legitimation and reputation
of new ventures, stakeholder trust, and progress in achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goals. Besides, they have implications for investors, regulators, and
entrepreneurship ecosystem builders who seek to foster sustainable new ventures amid ESG

reporting mandates and accountability pressures.

44



REFERENCES || CHAPTER 4

Abatecola, G., Cafferata, R., & Poggesi, S. (2012). Arthur Stinchcombe’s “liability of
newness”: Contribution and im-pact of the construct. Journal of Management History,
18(4), 402-418.

Acs, Z. J., Audretsch, D. B., & Lehmann, E. E. (2013). The knowledge spillover theory of
entrepreneurship. Small business economics, 41(4), 757-774.

Aiken, L. S., West, S. G., & Reno, R. R. (1991). Multiple regression: Testing and interpreting
interactions. Sage.

Allison, P. D. (2009). Missing data. In R. E. Millsap & A. Maydeu-Olivares (Eds.), The SAGE
handbook of quantitative methods in psychology (Sage knowledge / Handbooks, pp. 72—
90). SAGE. https://doi.org/10.4135/9780857020994.n4

Alsos, G. A., Clausen, T. H., Hytti, U., & Solvoll, S. (2019). Entrepreneurs' social identity and
the preference of causal and effectual behaviours in start-up processes. In
Entrepreneurial identity and identity work (pp. 58-82). Routledge.

Bacq, S., Hartog, C., & Hoogendoorn, B. (2013). A quantitative comparison of social and
commercial

entrepreneurship: Toward a more nuanced understanding of social entrepreneurship

organizations in context. Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, 4(1), 40—68.

https://doi.org/10.1080/19420676.2012.758653

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory.

Bandura, A. (1991). Social cognitive theory of self-regulation. Organizational Behavior and
Human  Decision  Processes, 50(2), 248-287. https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-
5978(91)90022-L986

Bandura, A., Barbaranelli, C., Caprara, G. V., & Pastorelli, C. (1996). Mechanisms of moral
disengagement in the exercise of moral agency. Journal of personality and social
psychology, 71(2), 364.

Baron, R.A., Zhao, H., & Miao, Q. (2012). Personal motives, moral disengagement, and
unethical

decisions by entrepreneurs: Potential dangers of the desire for financial success. Frontiers of

Entrepreneurship Research. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-014-2078-y.

Baron, J. (2012). The point of normative models in judgment and decision

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00577

45


https://doi.org/10.4135/9780857020994.n4
https://doi.org/10.1080/19420676.2012.758653
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90022-L986
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90022-L986
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-014-2078-y
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00577

Barsky, A. (2011). Investigating the effects of moral disengagement and participation on
unethical work behavior. Journal of Business Ethics, 104(1), 59-75.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0889-7

Battilana, J., & Lee, M. (2014). Advancing research on hybrid organizing—Insights from the
study of social enterprises. Academy of Management Annals, 8(1), 397-441.
https://doi.org/10.5465/19416520.2014.893615

Baumgartner, R. J., & Rauter, R. (2017). Strategic perspectives of corporate sustainability
management to develop a sustainable organization. Journal of Cleaner Production, 140,
81-92. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.04.146

Becchetti, L., Bobbio, E., Prizia, F., & Semplici, L. (2022). Going deeper into the S of ESG: A
relational approach to the definition of social responsibility. Sustainability, 14(15),
9668. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14159668

Bhatt, B. (2022). Ethical Complexity of Social Change: Negotiated Actions of a Social
Enterprise: B. Bhatt. Journal of Business Ethics, 177(4), 743-762.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05100-6

Bland, J. M., & Altman, D. G. (1997). Cronbach's alpha. BMJ, 314(7080), 572.
https://doi.org/10.1136/bm;j.314.7080.572

Bomke, L. (2022, 16. Juli) . Skandale um Fynn Kliemann und Got Bag bringen Nachhaltige

Modehdndler in Erkildrungsnot.
https://www.handelsblatt.com/unternehmen/nachhaltigkeit/fair-fashion-skandale-
umfynn-kliemann-und-got-bag-bringen-nachhaltige-
modehaendlerinerklaerungsnot/28497660.html.

Breusch, T. P.,, & Pagan, A. R. (1979). A simple test for heteroscedasticity and random
coefficient variation. Econometrica, 47(5), 1287. https://doi.org/10.2307/1911963

Choi, N., & Majumdar, S. (2014). Social entrepreneurship as an essentially contested concept:
Opening a new avenue for systematic future research. Journal of Business Venturing,
29(3), 363-376. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2013.05.001.

Costanzo, L. A., Vurro, C., Foster, D., Servato, F., & Perrini, F. (2014). Dual-Mission
Management in Social Entrepreneurship: Qualitative Evidence from Social Firms in the
United Kingdom. Journal of Small Business Management, 52(4), 655-677.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jsbm.12128

Cumming, D., Kumar, S., Lim, W.M. et al. Mapping the venture capital and private equity
research: a bibliometric review and future research agenda. Small Bus Econ 61, 173—

221 (2023). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11187-022-00684-9
46


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-011-0889-7
https://doi.org/10.5465/19416520.2014.893615
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.04.146
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14159668
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05100-6
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.314.7080.572
https://www.handelsblatt.com/unternehmen/nachhaltigkeit/fair-fashion-skandale-umfynn-kliemann-und-got-bag-bringen-nachhaltige-modehaendlerinerklaerungsnot/28497660.html
https://www.handelsblatt.com/unternehmen/nachhaltigkeit/fair-fashion-skandale-umfynn-kliemann-und-got-bag-bringen-nachhaltige-modehaendlerinerklaerungsnot/28497660.html
https://www.handelsblatt.com/unternehmen/nachhaltigkeit/fair-fashion-skandale-umfynn-kliemann-und-got-bag-bringen-nachhaltige-modehaendlerinerklaerungsnot/28497660.html
https://doi.org/10.2307/1911963
https://doi.org/10.1111/jsbm.12128
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11187-022-00684-9

Dacin, P. A., Dacin, M. T., & Matear, M. (2010). Social entrepreneurship: Why we don't need
a new theory and how we move forward from here. Academy of management
perspectives, 24(3), 37-57. https://doi.org/10.5465/amp.24.3.37

Detert, J. R., Trevino, L. K., & Sweitzer, V. L. (2008). Moral disengagement in ethical decision

making: A study of antecedents and outcomes. Journal of Applied Psychology, 93(2), 374-391.

https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.2.374

Dillman, D. A. (1978). Mail and telephone surveys: The total design method (Vol. 19, p. 375).
Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.1979.10673275

Doherty, B., Haugh, H., & Lyon, F. (2014). Social enterprises as hybrid organizations: A review
and research agenda. International journal of management reviews, 16(4), 417-436.
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12028

Eccles, R. G., Serafeim, G., & Krzus, M. P. (2011). Market interest in nonfinancial information.
Journal of Applied Corporate Finance, 23(4), 113—127. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-
6622.2011.00357.x

Fauchart, E., & Gruber, M. (2011). Darwinians, communitarians, and missionaries: The role of
founder identity in entrepreneurship. Academy of Management Journal, 54(5), 935-957.
https://doi.org/10.5465/am;j.2009.0211

Ferrarini, G. (2024). Firm value versus social value: Dealing with the trade-off.
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4854944

Gaddefors, J., & Anderson, A. R. (2017). Entrepreneursheep and context: when
entrepreneurship is greater than entrepreneurs. International journal of entrepreneurial
behavior & research, 23(2), 267-278. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEBR-01-2016-0040.

Green, P. E., & Srinivasan, V. (1978). Conjoint analysis in consumer research: issues and
outlook. Journal of consumer research, 5(2), 103-123. https://doi.org/10.1086/208721.

Griffiths, M., Kickul, J., Bacq, S., & Terjesen, S. (2012). A Dialogue with William J. Baumol:
Insights on Entrepreneurship Theory and Education. Entrepreneurship Theory and
Practice, 36(4), 611-625. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6520.2012.00510.x.

Hahn, T., Pinkse, J., Preuss, L., & Figge, F. (2015). Tensions in corporate sustainability:
Towards an integrative framework. Journal of business ethics, 127(2), 297-316.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-014-2047-5.

Hair Jr, J. F., Hult, G. T. M., Ringle, C. M., Sarstedt, M., Danks, N. P., & Ray, S. (2021).
Evaluation of reflective measurement models. In Partial least squares structural
equation modeling (PLS-SEM) using R: A workbook (pp. 75-90). Cham: Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80519-7 4.

47


https://doi.org/10.5465/amp.24.3.37
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.93.2.374
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.1979.10673275
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12028
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6622.2011.00357.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-6622.2011.00357.x
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2009.0211
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4854944
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEBR-01-2016-0040
https://doi.org/10.1086/208721
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6520.2012.00510.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-014-2047-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80519-7_4

Hainmueller, J., Hopkins, D. J., & Yamamoto, T. (2014). Causal inference in conjoint analysis:
Understanding multidimensional choices via stated preference experiments. Political
Analysis, 22(1), 1-30. https://doi.org/10.1093/pan/mpt024

Hauber, A. B., Gonzalez, J. M., Groothuis-Oudshoorn, C. G. M., Prior, T., Marshall, D. A.,
Cunningham, C., et al. (2016). Statistical methods for the analysis of discrete choice
experiments: A report of the ISPOR Conjoint Analysis Good Research Practices Task
Force. Value in Health, 19(4), 300-315. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jval.2016.04.004

Heale, R., & Twycross, A. (2015). Validity and reliability in quantitative studies. Evidence-
Based Nursing, 18(3), 66—67. https://doi.org/10.1136/eb-2015-102129

Jarillo, J. C. (1989). Entrepreneurship and growth: The strategic use of external resources.
Journal of business venturing, 4(2), 133-147. https://doi.org/10.1016/0883-
9026(89)90027-X.

Jung, J., Ko, H., & Kim, Y. J. (2025). How Do Startups Drive Innovations Towards
Sustainability?. Sustainability, 17(4), 1693. https://doi.org/10.3390/sul 7041693

Kim, J., & Yang, W. (2025). Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) Research: A
Systematic Review of Recent Trends (2020-2024). Sustainable Development.
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.70370

Ko, E. J., & Kim, K. (2020). Connecting founder social identity with social entrepreneurial
intentions. Social Enterprise Journal, 16(4), 403-429. https://doi.org/10.1108/SEJ-02-
2020-0012

Kollmann, T. (2020). Deutscher Startup Monitor 2020: Innovation statt Krise.
https://doi.org/10.17185/duepublico/72962

Kollmann, T., Stockmann, C., Hensellek, S., & Kensbock, J. M. (2016). European startup
monitor 2016. Bundesverband Deutsche Startups e.V.

Kostyk, A., Zhou, W., Hyman, M. R., & Paas, L. (2021). Securing higher-quality data from
self-administered questionnaires. International Journal of Market Research, 63(6),
685—692. https://doi.org/10.1177/14707853211057172

Lartey, F. M. (2021). Integrity-based and compliance-based ethics programs: a critical analysis
of key differences. International Journal of Economics, Business and Management
Research, 5(5), 43-53.

Lee, I. (2015). A social enterprise business model for social entrepreneurs: theoretical
foundations and model development. International Journal of Social Entrepreneurship

and Innovation, 3(4), 269-301.

48


https://doi.org/10.1093/pan/mpt024
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jval.2016.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1136/eb-2015-102129
https://doi.org/10.1016/0883-9026(89)90027-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/0883-9026(89)90027-X
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17041693
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.70370
https://doi.org/10.1108/SEJ-02-2020-0012
https://doi.org/10.1108/SEJ-02-2020-0012
https://doi.org/10.17185/duepublico/72962
https://doi.org/10.1177/14707853211057172

Lodder, P. (2013). To impute or not impute: That’s the question. Advising on research methods:
Selected topics, 2013.

Lohrke, F. T., Holloway, B. B., & Woolley, T. W. (2010). Conjoint analysis in entrepreneurship
research: A review and research agenda. Organizational Research Methods, 13(1), 16-
30. https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428109341992

Long, J. S., & Ervin, L. H. (2000). Using heteroscedasticity consistent standard errors in the
linear  regression  model. The  American  Statistician,  54(3), 217.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2685594

Longenecker, J. G., McKinney, J. A., & Moore, C. W. (1988). Egoism and independence:
Entrepreneurial ethics. Organizational Dynamics, 16(3), 64-72.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0090-2616(88)90037-X

Lopez-de-Silanes, F., McCahery, J. A., & Pudschedl, P. C. (2020). ESG performance and
disclosure. Singapore Journal of Legal Studies, 217-241.

Louviere, J. J. (1988). Conjoint Analysis Modelling of Stated Preferences: A Review of Theory,
Methods, Recent Developments and External Validity. Journal of Transport Economics
and Policy, 22(1), 93—119. http://www.jstor.org/stable/20052837

Mair, J., & Marti, I. (2006). Social entrepreneurship research: A source of explanation,
prediction, and delight. Journal of world business, 41(1), 36-44.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2005.09.002

Moore, C., Detert, J. R., Trevifio, L. K., Baker, V. L., & Mayer, D. M. (2012). Why employees
do bad things: Moral disengagement and unethical organizational behavior. Personnel
Psychology,

65(1), 1-48. https://doi.org/10.1111/.1744-6570.2011.01237.x

Muldoon, J., Davis, P. E., Bendickson, J. P., McDowell, W. C., & Liguori, E. W. (2022). Paved
with

good intentions: Moral disengagement and social entrepreneurship. Journal of Innovation &

Knowledge, 7(4), 100237. https://doi.org/10.1016/5.j1k.2022.100237

Nair, K. R. G., & Pandey, A. (2006). Characteristics of entrepreneurs: an empirical analysis.
The Journal of Entrepreneurship, 15(1), 47-61.
https://doi.org/10.1177/097135570501500

Newman, A., Le, H., North-Samardzic, A., & Cohen, M. (2020). Moral disengagement at work:
A

review and research agenda. Journal of Business Ethics, 167(3), 535-570.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-019-04173-0
49


https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428109341992
https://doi.org/10.2307/2685594
https://doi.org/10.1016/0090-2616(88)90037-X
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20052837
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2005.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.2011.01237.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jik.2022.100237
https://doi.org/10.1177/097135570501500104
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-019-04173-0

Nordt, S. M. (2022). Missionaries outperform in venture funding. International Journal of
Entrepreneurship, 26(5), 1-16.

Parkinson, C., & Howorth, C. (2008). The language of social entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurship
and regional development, 2003), 285-309.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985620701800507

Panter, A. T. (2011). Handbook of ethics in quantitative methodology (S.K. Sterba, Ed.).
Routledge.

Peloza, J., & Shang, J. (2011). How can corporate social responsibility activities create value
for stakeholders? A systematic review. Journal of the academy of Marketing Science,
39(1), 117-135. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-010-0213-6

Rao, V. R. (2008). Developments in conjoint analysis. In B. Wierenga (Ed.), Handbook of
marketing decision models (International Series in Operations Research & Management
Science, Vol. 121, pp. 23-53). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-387-78213-3 2

Rawhouser, H., Cummings, M., & Newbert, S. L. (2019). Social impact measurement: Current
approaches and future directions for social entrepreneurship research. Entrepreneurship
theory and practice, 43(1), 82-115. https://doi.org/10.1177/1042258717727718

Ruskin, J., Seymour, R. G., & Webster, C. M. (2016). Why Create Value for Others? An
Exploration of Social Entrepreneurial Motives. Journal of Small Business Management,
54(4), 1015-1037. https://doi.org/10.1111/jsbm.12229

Saebi, T., Foss, N. J., & Linder, S. (2019). Social entrepreneurship research: Past achievements
and future  promises. Journal ~ of  Management, 45(1), 70-95.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206318793196

Schiiler, J., Anderson, B. P., Murnieks, C. Y., Baum, M., & Kuesshauer, A. (2024). Test-retest
reliability in metric conjoint experiments: A new workflow to evaluate confidence in
model results. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 48(2), 742-757.
https://doi.org/10.1177/10422587231184071

Schwarz, N. (1999). Self-reports: How the questions shape the answers. American
Psychologist, 54(2), 93—105. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.54.2.93

Shepherd, D. A., & Majchrzak, A. (2022). Machines augmenting entrepreneurs: Opportunities
(and threats) at the Nexus of artificial intelligence and entrepreneurship. Journal of
Business Venturing, 37(4), 106227. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2022.106227

Shepherd, D. A., Patzelt, H., & Baron, R. A. (2013). “I care about nature, but ...”: Disengaging
values in assessing opportunities that cause harm. Academy of Management Journal,

56(5), 1251- 1273. https://doi.org/10.5465/am;j.2011.0776
50


https://doi.org/10.1080/08985620701800507
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-010-0213-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-387-78213-3_2
https://doi.org/10.1177/1042258717727718
https://doi.org/10.1111/jsbm.12229
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206318793196
https://doi.org/10.1177/10422587231184071
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.54.2.93
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2022.106227
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2011.0776

Shepherd, D. A., & Zacharakis, A. (2018). Conjoint analysis: A window of opportunity for
entrepreneurship research. https://doi.org/10.1108/S1074-7540201820

Shu, L. L., Gino, F., & Bazerman, M. H. (2011). Dishonest deed, clear conscience: When
cheating leads to moral disengagement and motivated forgetting. Personality and social
psychology bulletin, 37(3), 330-349. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167211398138

Sieger, P., Gruber, M., Fauchart, E., & Zellweger, T. (2016). Measuring the social identity of
entrepreneurs: Scale development and international validation. Journal of business
venturing, 31(5), 542-572. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2016.07.001

Theoharakis, V., Voliotis, S., & Pollack, J. M. (2021). Going down the slippery slope of
legitimacy lies in early-stage ventures: The role of moral disengagement. Journal of
Business Ethics, 172(4), 673-690. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04508-2

Thornberg, R., Bjereld, Y., & Caravita, S. C. (2023). Moral disengagement and bullying: Sex
and age trends among Swedish students. Cogent Education, 10(1), Article 2203604.
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2203604

Travlos, A. K., Tsorbatzoudis, H., Barkoukis, V., & Douma, 1. (2021). The effect of moral
disengagement on bullying: Testing the moderating role of personal and social factors.
Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36(5-6), 2262-2281.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260518760012

Tukey, J. W. (1949). Comparing individual means in the analysis of variance. Biometrics, 5(2),
99-114. https://doi.org/10.2307/3001913

Vallaster, C., Cesinger, B., Niemand, T., Huis, C., & Lienbacher, E. (2023). Conscientious
enterprises: The role of decision makers' social identity and the preference to engage in
B2B  relationships.  Industrial ~ Marketing  Management, 111, 216-228.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2023.04.006

Van der Byl, C. A., & Slawinski, N. (2015). Embracing tensions in corporate sustainability: A
review of research from win-wins and trade-offs to paradoxes and beyond. Organization
& environment, 28(1), 54-79. https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026615575047

Warneken, F., & Tomasello, M. (2006). Altruistic helping in human infants and young
chimpanzees. science, 311(5765), 1301-1303. DOI:10.1126/science.1121448

Wood, R., & Bandura, A. (1989). Social cognitive theory of organizational management.
Academy of management Review, 14(3), 361-384.
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1989.4279067

Wood, M. S., & Mitchell, J. R. (2018). Conjoint analysis in entrepreneurship research: end of
the road or a bridge to the future?. https://doi.org/10.1108/S1074-754020180000020006

51


https://doi.org/10.1108/S1074-7540201820
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167211398138
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2016.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04508-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2203604
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260518760012
https://doi.org/10.2307/3001913
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2023.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/1086026615575047
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1121448
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1989.4279067
https://doi.org/10.1108/S1074-754020180000020006

Wry, T., Lounsbury, M., & Glynn, M. A. (2011). Legitimating nascent collective identities:
Coordinating cultural entrepreneurship. Organization science, 22(2), 449-463.
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1100.0613

Wu, W, Su, Y., Huang, X., Liu, W., & Jiang, X. (2020). The dark triad, moral disengagement,
and

social entrepreneurial intention: Moderating roles of empathic concern and perspective taking.

Frontiers in Psychology, 11, 1520. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01520

Yusifzada, L., Loncarski, 1., Czupy, G., & Naffa, H. (2025). Return trade-offs between
environmental and social pillars of ESG scores. Research in International Business and
Finance, 75, 102779. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ribaf.2025.102779

Zahra, S. A., Gedajlovic, E., Neubaum, D. O., & Shulman, J. M. (2009). A typology of social
entrepreneurs: Motives, search processes and ethical challenges. Journal of business

venturing, 24(5), 519-532. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2008.04.007

52


https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1100.0613
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01520
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ribaf.2025.102779
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2008.04.007

CHAPTER 5: SHIFTING MINDSETS — SHAPING
MALI: CAN THE PROBLEM-BASED, BLENDED-
LEARNING APPROACH OF EDTECH BE THE
FUTURE OF ADULT EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN

AFRICA

Authors: Enja Marie Herdejlirgen, Sumaya Islam, Martin Schneider

53



5. ABSTRACT

Young adults in Africa face a precarious labor market situation, as the demand for jobs far
exceeds the supply. Previous training methods targeting formal employment have proven
ineffective in this context. We propose that alternative training methods focusing on learners’
mindsets enable young adults to tackle their difficult labor market situation through
entrepreneurship and self-employment. EDTECH trains young adults in Africa in a context-
sensitive manner. The primary objective is not to secure formal employment for learners, but
rather to promote a growth mindset among learners, enabling them to improve their economic
situation. With the data provided by EDTECH, we conducted a field experiment among the
participants and a control group to measure the impact of its learning and training program.
Our findings show that learners address urgent community issues through problem-based
and blended learning. More generally, this paper shows that this training package can act as a
long-term, immersive growth mindset intervention to enable the participants to enhance either
their chances of regional employability or to engage themselves in small or micro levels of
entrepreneurship. Based on these results, we suggest EDTECH could serve as a role model for

young adult training and education in Africa.
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6.1. CONCLUSION

At its core, this dissertation asks how sustainability-oriented and social entrepreneurial logics
unfold across cognitive, organizational, and market domains. It investigates the mechanisms
through which these enactments influence organizational trajectories and their broader
contributions to sustainable development. Rather than taking as a premise that sustainability is
good or bad for entrepreneurs, the dissertation employed an inverted research design. The
starting point was observable heterogeneity at the market-level, specifically, differences in
survival and failure, which was explained through organizational, moral, and cognitive micro-
foundations. Taking the evidence from the four empirical chapters, which drew on survival
analysis, certification and employee satisfaction data, conjoint experimentation, and a field-
based mindset intervention, together, there is an internally consistent, if more complex, answer.
Sustainability-focused logics affect entrepreneurial cognition, moral decision making,
organizational signaling, and stakeholder judgments in significant ways, but do so in manners
that are conditional and subject to the match between institutional rewards, resource availability,
and governance structures. Sustainability is not an unmitigated blessing or an unalloyed curse.
It is a potent organizing logic whose effects depend on the social context in which it is deployed,

the institutions through which it is exercised, and the governance regime that it inhabits.

Market Level Outcomes: The results from the Cox model indicate that the average insolvency
hazard rate for green ventures in the focal institutional setting is higher and faster than the
hazard rate of their non-green counterparts. This is surprising, as it suggests that there is no
such thing as an automatic and unconditional relationship between a venture’s focus on
sustainability and its higher resilience. Instead, a venture’s structural pre-occupation with
sustainability may produce a set of organizational and financial pressures, including the need

for more and riskier capital, more risky technological investments, greater dependence on
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ecosystems and partnerships, higher and more rigid financing costs, that can overshadow the
potential benefits from resource efficiency, cost savings, and risk management. Clearly, the
results do not mean that, as such, a focus on sustainability cannot be compatible with resilience.
What they mean is that, in the current institutional and market architecture, the economic
rewards for sustainability-driven entrepreneurship are conditional, more specifically, not
automatic, and heterogenous. It pays to have a structural incentive to behave morally. It does

not pay to behave morally.

Organizational Mechanisms: The results from the employee satisfaction analysis indicate that
firms that have been awarded the B Corp and EconGood labels tend to have, on average, higher
levels of employee satisfaction than non-labeled firms. This evidence is consistent with both
signaling theory and the RBV: a venture’s focus on sustainability can become a signal that
increases legitimacy in the eyes of internal and external stakeholders, generates trust and social
approval, and reinforces a venture’s sense of identity and purpose. However, the analysis also
shows that the relationship between specific worker-related label scores and employee
satisfaction is not as strong and robust as expected. This evidence is more consistent with
decoupling theory: a venture’s focus on sustainability can become a source of legitimacy at the
level of formal structures and practices, without necessarily extending to the informal level of
actual behavior and experience. Overall, the evidence suggests that legitimacy is an
organizational mechanism with strengths and weaknesses. It can influence perceptions, trust,

and identity, but it may not always be entirely translated into concrete organizational realities.

Moral Mechanisms: The results from the conjoint analysis of ESG trade-offs indicate that
there are systematic differences in the way social and commercial entrepreneurs weigh up moral
trade-offs. Social entrepreneurs tend to attribute more balanced weight to the different

components of the ESG criteria and are less likely to engage in moral disengagement when
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facing trade-offs. This evidence supports the idea that a venture’s focus on sustainability is not
just a matter of cheap talk. It influences decision heuristics and patterns of moral reasoning. At
the same time, however, the evidence also suggests that a more balanced attribution of moral
weights can reduce the scope for moral and strategic flexibility under conditions of resource
constraint. When ventures are financially strained, attributing equal weight to different and
conflicting objectives can undermine the willingness and ability to prioritize. Moral integrity
has a value, but so has moral and strategic flexibility in highly dynamic environments. Overall,
the results highlight the role of moral cognition in influencing organizational outcomes, but in

a non-deterministic way.

Micro-Foundations: The results from the field experiment in Mali suggest that the mindset of
growth and entrepreneurship can be influenced via education. The intervention has a modest,
yet measurable, impact on the growth mindset and entrepreneurial mindset of the treatment
group. While the statistical evidence is not strong for all dependent variables, the results indicate
that a sustainability mindset can be shaped via education with specific mindset interventions.
This evidence at the micro-level underscores that a focus on sustainability is not entirely a
structural given, but also, at least in part, a cognitive construct, shaped via socialization,
education, and exposure to institutions. At the same time, however, the evidence from the other
chapters indicates that the cognitive underpinnings of sustainability do not, by themselves,

guarantee structural robustness. Something happens in the journey from the mind to the market.
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6.2. LIMITATION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The results of this dissertation are context specific, both in terms of the institution and the field
in which the study was conducted and therefore, explicitly mechanism-driven rather than
causally deterministic. The survival, mindset and legitimacy dynamics observed in this study
might not be applicable to other countries and regions, other industries, or to the field at
different times. Future studies could explore these dynamics comparatively across contexts,
longitudinally over the mission trajectory of the field as the results are affected by different
circumstances and under different frameworks. In addition, while this dissertation combines
different data collection and analytic techniques, there is still room to strengthen causal
inference. The findings of the survival analysis show structured patterns consistent with
theoretical mechanisms but do not imply that a green orientation alone causes differential
survival outcome. The conjoint experiment affords stronger causal inference with respect to
moral weighting and its impact on decision preferences. Future research could enhance causal
inference by developing experiments or quasi-experiments in natural field settings. The
certification analysis reveals an association between signaling and internal satisfaction.
Nevertheless, it cannot rule out potential reverse causality, such as more satisfied organizations
seeking certification. Therefore, the results can be interpreted as indicative of alignment effects
rather than causal ones. The structural vulnerability of green startups might look different in
settings with more pronounced public procurement incentives, more developed impact
investing markets, or industry-specific technological advantages.

Under these circumstances, the dissertation makes conditional claims rather than
universal statements. Sustainability-oriented entrepreneurship is structurally vulnerable under
institutional conditions in which moral and symbolic legitimacy are not consistently coupled
with long-term economic reward structures. By acknowledging these boundary conditions, the

dissertation increases theoretical precision and encourages future research to explore national
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differences, sectoral variations, and policy intervention effects. Through grounding itself in
market outcomes and tracing backwards, this dissertation offers a contribution to cross-level
theorizing, a reconceptualization of legitimacy as a double-edged resource, and a
conceptualization of sustainability-oriented as a contextual strategy rather than an always

beneficial organizational action.

6.3. CONTRIBUTIONS

Summing up, this dissertation contributes to theory in the following three ways. First, it
develops a cross-level model that integrates the cognitive micro-foundations of sustainability,
moral decision heuristics, organizational legitimacy mechanisms, and market outcomes. While
most of the literature has looked at single levels of analysis in isolation, this dissertation
contributes to the development of a more integrative, multi-level perspective on sustainable
entrepreneurship and hybrid organizing. Second, it theorizes legitimacy as a contingent
resource that can be associated with different outcomes under different conditions. Legitimacy
can be a buffer that provides trust, cohesion, and differentiation. But legitimacy can also become
a constraint that raises expectations, attracts institutional scrutiny, and fosters strategic
inflexibility. Rather than theorizing legitimacy as an unconditional blessing, this dissertation
looks at legitimacy as a mechanism whose effects are contingent upon alignment. Third,
financing conditions, regulation, ecosystem maturity, and moral trade-offs are all critical scope
conditions that influence whether sustainability logics are an enabler or an impediment to
viability.

This dissertation also has a number of contributions for practice. For entrepreneurs, the
key take-away message is that moral clarity is not a substitute for strategic flexibility.
Institutionalizing sustainability is not just a matter of normative commitment, but also of

adaptive governance architecture and resource strategies that can cope with institutional
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complexity. For investors and business angels, the key implication is that sustainability labels
and certifications are not enough. While labels and certifications matter, resilience in the market
depends on alignment, diversification, and flexibility. For policy makers, a key implication of
this dissertation is that incentives matter. If markets do not provide a consistent reward for the
creation of long-term environmental and social value, sustainable entrepreneurship may be
tense. It is here that policy makers can play a role, via regulatory instruments, public

procurement, and incentive structures that reduce the degree of misalignment.

6.4. FINAL REMARKS

Social entrepreneurship for sustainability is a cultural model that possesses strong symbolic
potential in the current socio-economic context, for it implies that economic activity can be
consistent with ethical concerns. This dissertation does not question the presence of this
potential. It questions the relationship between the levels at which it materializes.

The results demonstrate that sustainability-oriented logics exercise significant influence
upon cognitive processes, decision making, and organizational identity. They bestow moral
purity and legitimacy. However, resilience is not solely a function of normative robustness but
rather a function of institutional compatibility, too. By adopting a multi-level reverse-logic
research design, this dissertation provides a more detailed analysis of the notion of social
business for sustainability, recognizing both its enabling and constraining conditions.
Sustainability is not a self-fulfilling prophecy. Its transformation into resilient organizational
realities presupposes a fit between what is ethically desirable, organizationally feasible and
institutionally rewarding. In this sense, this dissertation does not close with a value judgment
on sustainability. It closes with a conceptual instrument: Social entrepreneurship for
sustainability affects organizational resilience, not directly, but through mechanisms operating

at the levels of cognition, organization, and institution. Knowledge of these mechanisms is a
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necessary condition for sustainability to be transformed from a desideratum into a resilient
reality. From the growth-mindset to the good, from the green to the grave, the journey of
sustainability-oriented entrepreneurship reveals that impact is not promised by aspiration, but

forged through the alignment of minds, morals, organizations, and markets.
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