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Between utopias and everyday
practices: ecopreneurs and new
urban economies in Bologna

Marianna Musmeci and Laura Sartori*

Department of Political and Social Sciences, University of Bologna, Bologna, Italy

This article examines how New Urban Economies (NUEs) contribute to,
and reveal the contradictions of, socio-ecological transition in lItalian cities,
using Bologna as a case study. It brings together three strands of research
that are usually treated separately: studies of distinctive and environmentally
oriented consumption practices; sustainable entrepreneurship research
combining supply-side and demand-side explanations; and scholarship on
temporality, prefiguration, and everyday utopias. Integrating these perspectives
allows us to shift attention from macro-level sustainability indicators to the
micro-relational and organizational practices through which socio-ecological
change is interpreted, negotiated, and enacted. NUEs are defined as innovative
market-based activities that systematically combine economic viability with
environmental and social sustainability. Their originality lies not simply in
offering green products or services, but in experimenting with alternative ways
of organizing economic relations within the urban context. The empirical
analysis draws on 23 semi-structured interviews with founders of small
businesses in the food and clothing sectors. Three main findings emerge. First,
becoming an ecopreneur often represents a biographical turning point through
which individuals seek coherence between critical consumption practices,
personal values, professional aspirations, and concerns about climate change
and social justice. Second, doing ecopreneurship involves the continuous
negotiation of sustainability in everyday organizational choices, particularly
in supplier selection and relationships with employees and customers. Third,
the transformative potential of ecopreneurship does not lie in eliminating
contradictions or producing immediate systemic change, but in turning such
contradictions into sites of practical experimentation. The article argues that
NUEs can be understood as everyday utopias: situated micro-scale economic
experiments that connect past experiences, present constraints, and imagined
futures. Rather than attributing heroic agency to individual entrepreneurs,
it shows how NUEs make alternative economic relations locally practicable
while exposing the structural limits, uneven responsibilities, and institutional
weaknesses of urban socio-ecological transition in contemporary Italian cities.

KEYWORDS

distinctive consumption, economic activities, everyday practices, real utopias,
sustainable entrepreneurship

1 Introduction

As ecological awareness rises, the individualization of responsibility and the trend of
green consumerism have made environmentalism a distinguishing factor for consumers.
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This shift
entrepreneurship, often referred to as “ecopreneurship.” Within

indicates a similar trend in sustainability
this context, the complex layers of pro-environmental attitudes
play a crucial role in guiding entrepreneurial initiatives and
distinctive consumption practices that promote sustainability. In
addition to the well-known triple bottom line model (3BLM),
which emphasizes the connection between people, planet, and
profit (Mufioz and Cohen, 2017), this layered aspect also influences
the narratives that entrepreneurs create. These narratives reveal
profound ethical, systemic, and ideological beliefs. In the realm of
economic activity, new narratives are emerging that act as catalysts
for change in daily life, shaping the identities of ecopreneurs
and guiding their actions. Narratives also support the concept
of utopia, which proposes alternative models for how society
could function based on the latent potentialities of the present
(Levitas, 2013). These potentialities are primarily identified in the
contradictions of capitalism (Wright, 2010) to which alternative
models respond through transformative everyday practices
(Cooper, 2014). By reimagining and redefining economic practices,
sustainability entrepreneurs innovate to realize their visions for
the future. Projects such as complementary currencies (Sartori,
2020), trade circuits (Zelizer, 2004), and local exchange trading
systems (LETS) can therefore be interpreted as new economic
practices that sustain “real utopias” (Schlange, 2009), fueled by
a concrete tension between dreams and practices. Economic
actors first conceive of these projects and articulate their practical
potential, then experiment with “everyday utopias” through their
everyday practices (Cooper, 2014). This is why ecopreneurs think
in transformative—and sometimes even utopian—ways. How can
we solve the consequences of climate change while also initiating
profitable economic activities? How can we understand the changes
in the world and reconsider social expectations and economic
needs? What can we do today to help preserve the environment
and make a living? In their daily lives, ecopreneurs blend the
ordinary with the utopian.

This article adds to the line of research investigating
novel forms of economic action by shifting the focus to the
micro-level of everyday practices where distinctive biographical
features, organizational traits of running sustainable business,
and alternative visions of the future blend together. We identify
these transformative practices as New Urban Economies (NUEs),
characterized by innovative, sustainability-focused ideas in the
trade and services sector.

We argue that NUEs can exemplify urban-driven sustainable
economic actions and represent a form of everyday utopias,
which are a micro-scale instantiation of “real utopias.” These
practices are transformative not because they seek to resolve the
contradictions of capitalism at a high general level, but because
they transform these contradictions into the object of everyday
experimentation. Indeed, we regard NUEs as “everyday utopias,”
that is, “micro-instantiations of real utopias.” Therefore, we explore
Bologna as a case study to problematize the social, economic, and
institutional features conducive to such innovative forms of urban
economic action.

The structure of the paper is as follows: in Section 2, we draw
on three strands of literature (on social distinction, sustainability
entrepreneurship, and temporalities) to capture the essence of
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NUEs as ecopreneurs to experiment with distinctive, sustainable,
and transformative practices. In Section 3, we outline the case study
and the research design. In Section 4, we utilize empirical material
to show how becoming, doing, and making ecopreneurship relate
to new forms of urban economies. Finally, we discuss our findings
and present the conclusion.

2 The embeddedness of sustainability
in the urban context

The city has always played a crucial role in the emergence,
institutionalization, and transformation of capitalism. From
“growth” (Logan and Molotch, 1987) to “innovation” machine
(Florida et al., 2017), the city has served as an incubator and
“nursery” (Duranton and Puga, 2001) for entrepreneurial activity
in the industrial and service sectors. Urban areas continue
to remain critical sites of production and consumption, as
knowledge-intensive service activities tend to cluster in urban
cores and are location-sensitive (Melo et al., 2009). Firms and
small businesses are place-based and deeply embedded in specific
localities, with their ownership, resources, and activities all rooted
there. This connection gives them a sense of place and social
mission (Shrivastava and Kennelly, 2013). While often depicted
as abstract and disconnected, the concept of sustainability can
be enriched by institutional and spatial perspectives. This aspect
has been overlooked in entrepreneurship research (Vale etal.,
2024). As sustainability challenges market fundamentalism
(Block and Somers, 2014), the urban context provides an ideal
environment for experimenting with innovative production and
consumption methods that aim to advance sustainability.

To capture the embeddedness of sustainability in the
urban context through ecopreneurs’ practices, we draw on
three established areas of literature. The first stream examines
distinctive consumption practices; the second concerns sustainable
entrepreneurship; and the third investigates the transformational
potential of ecopreneurs’ practices. This approach enables us to
focus on the everyday practices of ecopreneurs through which
they realize their vision, combining environmental sustainability
and viable livelihoods. In Section 4, each of these three strands of
research will be underpinned by empirical findings showing how
ecopreneurs come to be (becoming), how they run their businesses
sustainably (doing), and how they put their vision of a sustainable
future into practice (making).

2.1 Distinctive practices of consumption

As a social group, consumers exhibit distinctive consumption
styles shaped by their economic and cultural capital. Economic
capital encompasses wealth, property, and financial assets, while
cultural capital includes education, tastes, and intellectual
1984).
consumption practices

orientation (Bourdieu, Individuals who engage in

tend to
possess higher cultural capital rather than economic capital

environmentally conscious

(Carfagna et al., 2014). The upper middle class, characterized by
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high cultural capital, has deeply ingrained ecological values, making
sustainability a core aspect of their lifestyles. This has led to the
development of an “eco-habitus,” where sustainability influences
practices across various life domains (Kennedy and Givens, 2019;
Ginsburger, 2020). These individuals adopt and prioritize specific
symbolic practices, such as eating a vegetarian diet, reducing
air travel, and supporting green taxes, which can coexist with
market-oriented economic activities.

As consumers are increasingly viewed as the hybrid figure
of the citizen-consumer (Clarke, 2007), we link this concept to
that of the entrepreneur. The identity of the citizen-consumer is
often expressed through their market choices, which can highlight
possible contradictions with the ideal of sustainability, which is
often framed more as a corporate value than a characteristic
of citizenship (Johnston, 2008). Sustainability entrepreneurs are
critical consumers with a specific eco-habitus who seek to leverage
the choices and freedoms offered by the neoliberal economic system
in socially, economically, and environmentally transformative ways
(Ginsburger, 2020).

2.2 Sustainable entrepreneurship research

Entrepreneurship is not solely dependent on individual traits;
it is also heavily influenced by social structures, networks, and
institutional contexts, which combine the supply and demand
sides. Consequently, a variety of empirically driven analytical
tools have demonstrated the different forms of entrepreneurship
that have emerged in recent decades. These include alternative
that
are seen as alternatives to capitalism (Gibson-Graham, 2008;

economic practices and community-based initiatives
Sanchez-Herndndez and Gliickler, 2019), as well as purpose-
driven urban entrepreneurship. The latter involves public-private
collaborative initiatives aimed at enhancing citizens’ urban well-
being (Cohen and Muiioz, 2015). Other examples include eco-,
social-, institutional-, and community-based entrepreneurship
(Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011).

expanded the

entrepreneurship by integrating both supply-side and demand-side

Recent research has understanding of
approaches. The former focuses on personality traits, cultural
influences, social class, and ethnic group characteristics that
encourage entrepreneurial ambitions and activities. Conversely,
the latter explores the institutional and social context of economic
activity, highlighting the opportunities available to entrepreneurs,
driven by consumer demand, social networks, and environmental
factors (Botelhoetal., 2024). In the area of sustainability
entrepreneurship, two aspects are particularly relevant to our
objectives: the origin of entrepreneurial activity and its context.
The first draws on supply-side research to identify several factors
that contribute to sustainable entrepreneurship. For instance, much
research has examined intentions and motivations related to green
investment, as well as self-efficacy, a crucial factor in recognizing
sustainable entrepreneurial opportunities (Halberstadt et al., 2024).

The
to examine the

demand-side research
that

initiation of entrepreneurial activities. These factors include

second point draws on

contextual factors influence the

formal and informal institutional structures that shape the

Frontiersin Sociology

10.3389/fs0c.2026.1941048

process of identifying opportunities and recognizing risks
(Mufioz and Cohen, 2017), with  stakeholders
(Schlange, 2009), policies and government incentives, market entry

relationships

strategies, technologies (De Clercq and Voronov, 2011), cultural
endeavors, and supportive social contexts (Mufoz and Dimov,
2015).

Entrepreneurship exhibits distinctive features regarding
sustainability. While it is accurate to say that sustainable
entrepreneurship is a form of social or environmental
entrepreneurship, research also shows that it is a distinct
field. This area examines the role of entrepreneurial action as a
mechanism for sustaining nature and ecosystems while providing
economic and non-economic gains for investors, entrepreneurs,
and societies (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011; p. 138).

Thus, connecting sustainable entrepreneurship and local
contexts is relevant. Shrivastava and Kennelly (2013) emphasize the
relevance of the territorial dimension for sustainability-oriented
enterprises, which they refer to as Place-Based Enterprises (PBEs).
These enterprises act as strategic actors within local systems
for innovation and sustainability, combining market orientation
with the wellbeing of their territory. This type of entrepreneurial
activity, also known as the 3BL model, does not pursue social,
economic, or environmental goals separately (the triple bottom line
of sustainable activity). Instead, it integrates these goals within an
urban organization that is “sustainable in its goals and in its method
of generating wealth” (Young and Tilley, 2006; p. 88). Achieving
this integration requires compelling narratives and, as we will
argue in the next section, everyday practices that prefigure the

desired change.

2.3 The temporal dimension of
ecopreneurship: making sustainable futures
through everyday practices

To study New Urban Economies (NUEs) as emerging forms of
economic activity at the urban level, it is relevant to examine how
economic actors organize their everyday practices, particularly
in relation to their temporal nature. Temporality is a crucial
dimension in this discussion, as highlighted by constructivist and
phenomenological sociologies of time (Schiitzand Luckmann,
1974; Adam, 1990; Zerubavel,
sustainability entrepreneurship often neglect the temporality of

1985). However, studies on

economic actions, even though the most common definition of
sustainable development explicitly links the present and the future.
The Brundtland Report states that sustainable development
the needs
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”

“meets of the present without compromising
[World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED),
1987]. This oversight results in an incomplete understanding of
the phenomenon (Bansal and DesJardine, 2014). This shortcoming
stems from the field of economics’ greater focus on macro-
level dimensions rather than the micro-relational dynamics.
As Hayes (2024) notes, scholars have largely focused on a
macro-level analysis of how time shapes formal institutions
(Polanyi, 2002; Miyazaki, 2003; Hirschman, 2021), labor
markets (Adam, 2003), production models (Hassard, 2017)
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and consumption patterns (Shove, 2020), while neglecting
micro-relational dynamics (Zelizer, 2012; Bandelj, 2020; Beckert,
2016).

Drawing on the relational perspective, some authors refocus
attention on time and the agency of economic actors at a micro
level. Hayes (2024) argues that time should not only be seen as
a limitation but also as a strategic resource that social actors use
to create, maintain, or change social bonds through economic
activities. The author distinguishes between time as a structure,
which refers to predictable cultural models for coordinating
transactions and attributing meanings to relationships, and time
as a dynamic process, in which actors strategically shape timing,
duration, sequencing, pacing, and synchronization to signal
intentions, manage expectations, and exercise temporal power. An
example can be found at farmers’ markets, where cyclical time
(seasons and the rhythm of agricultural life) supports traditions
and fosters lasting bonds. Sellers and customers coordinate their
schedules around market days, during which the setup of stalls,
sales, and community exchanges becomes intertwined with the
ongoing narrative of community life.

This paper aims to refocus attention on the significance of
the temporal dimension in sustainability studies. It employs the
concept of “temporal work” (Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013), which
is defined as “any individual, collective, or organizational effort
to influence, sustain, or redirect the temporal assumptions or
patterns that shape strategic action” (Bansal etal., 2022; p. 7).
The paper demonstrates how practices, discourses, and material
objects that arise in everyday activities influence the temporal
structures that coordinate both individual and collective actions.
These contributions clearly demonstrate that economic actors
do not merely endure temporal constraints but actively engage
with and redefine these constraints to coordinate action, infuse
their interactions with meaning, and negotiate power relations.
To understand how everyday practices help economic actors
strategically link the past, present, and future, three important
elements need to be considered.

The first is the concept of “imagined futures” (Beckert,
2016). When faced with high levels of uncertainty, actions
cannot be based on probabilistic calculations, but rather on so-
called “fictional expectations™ representations of the future that
are neither true nor false, but which are credible and capable
of mobilizing resources and influencing decisions. Similarly,
Rindova and Martins (2022) use the concept of “futurescapes,’
which highlights how firms can expand the boundaries of
what can be imagined and pursued. Futurescapes are discursive
constructions that alter perceptions of what is possible and
desirable, thereby broadening the range of strategic options
available to economic actors such as entrepreneurs. The ability
to invent the future is linked to the capacity to aspire to and
imagine different possibilities (Appadurai, 2004), but this ability is
unequally distributed among individuals. A complex combination
of economic, social, and cognitive resources affects an individual’s
ability to express and cultivate their aspirations for the future,
as well as to see those aspirations recognized. In this context,
certain social groups (such as those with more cultural than
economic capital) may be more inclined to imagine new forms of
economy within urban settings that could transform the existing
economic structure.
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The second element draws on studies of prefiguration
(Monticelli, 2018; Zanonietal., 2017), which illustrate how
representations of the future are formed in the present.
Prefigurative organizations do not merely imagine an alternative
future; they also construct the changes they aspire to in the present
through practices that reject dominant organizational forms
and experiment with different modes of production, exchange,
and governance.

The third element draws on the concept of everyday
utopias (Cooper, 2014), which helps us identify spaces where
this prefigurative mechanism takes shape. By observing the
ordinary fabric of these spaces—composed of repeated, seemingly
mundane gestures, interactions, and concrete choices—we can
better understand how everyday utopias are realized through
situated practices.

These utopias are not merely dreams or abstract projects;
they are tangible practices that foster environments (both physical
and symbolic) in which the future is actively enacted, rather
than awaited or described. Cooperatives, exchange communities,
and care networks are a few examples of spaces where everyday
utopias unfold.

These are spaces where everyday activities are carried out
in alternative ways that incorporate egalitarian, democratic, or
emancipatory principles. Unlike past visions of utopias, the
everyday utopia is situated in the present. It is rooted in the
interstices of daily life and the capacity of individuals and groups
to redefine and imagine new ordinary practices. In other words, it
is a type of utopia that recognizes everyday life as the frontier of
what is possible (Wright, 2010). Utopias are rooted in the potential
of individuals and take the form of alternative experiences that can
bring about change in the structures of power and domination.
The tension between dreams and practices fuels real utopias; what
is pragmatically possible is shaped by our visions. This set of
situated practices is driven by ecopreneurs’ ability to envisage the
future and underpinned by the transformative potential of everyday
practices—that is, choices made, options tried out, and actions
rooted in the present. The utopian impulse emerges in everyday life
(Jameson, 2005), linking the present and the future. It is through
practices that challenge the ordinary—the element we take for
granted—that our ecopreneurs can envisage new forms of urban
economy (NUEs). By exploring the intersection of these three areas
of literature, we can gain a deeper understanding of the motivations
for becoming ecopreneurs and the everyday practices that, by
fostering innovation in economic activities, enable us to experience
the transformative potential of NUEs.

3 Case study and methods
3.1 Bologna as a laboratory for NUEs

This article analyses the case of Bologna, a medium-sized
city in northern Italy with a population of around 400,000
(Istat, 2026). A symbol of the so-called “Third Italy” (Bagnasco,
1977), Bologna is characterized by a development model based
on clusters of small and medium-sized enterprises, organized
into networks of subcontracting and cooperation, specializing
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in high-quality production and capable of responding flexibly
to market demands. The city is situated in one of the
country’s wealthiest regions. It is the hub of the Emilian Model
(Battilani and Zamagni, 2012): a development model in which the
local administration has historically combined welfare policies with
support for industrialization and SMEs within a broader political
and institutional framework of communist origin. However, since
the 1990s, the Emilian model has been progressively eroded
under pressure from various interrelated factors: the crisis of
the communist ideology that had served as a social glue; the
growing shift toward market-driven approaches; the tendency
of local authorities to adopt a managerial approach inspired by
corporate efficiency; and the more recent processes of the city’s
“touristification,” which have accelerated urban commodification
and housing inequalities (Giovanardi and Silvagni, 2021).

These changes are transforming Bologna into a “hybrid
laboratory,” where market logic and the cooperative tradition
coexist through constant compromise. The role of the local
administration and the city’s strong civic tradition mitigate the
most disruptive effects of neoliberalism (Giovanardi and Silvagni,
2021). This capacity for mediation is also reflected in the
sustainability policies implemented through comprehensive
strategic planning, international commitments, and participatory
2025). The 2018 Metropolitan
Strategic Plan 2.0 explicitly endorses the United Nations’

experiments (Fontana et al,,
Agenda 2030, identifying sustainability as a pillar of the
Bologna metropolitan area’s development alongside inclusivity
and attractiveness. Sustainability is broken down into three
interconnected dimensions—environmental, economic, and
social—and translated into targeted sectoral policies ranging from
mobility to urban regeneration. The distinctive interplay between
the economy, institutions, and civil society that characterizes
the Bologna ecosystem therefore provides a prime vantage
point for understanding how the NUE are developing within
a productive fabric already geared toward flexibility and deep

local roots.

3.2 Research design and methodological
approach

This article presents the results of a qualitative analysis of
the Bologna case study, based on semi-structured interviews with
the founders of New Urban Economies (NUEs). The aim is to
understand the organizational aspects of NUEs. NUEs are defined
as innovative economic activities that operate in the market and
systematically integrate environmental and social sustainability
objectives. Our analysis focused on two key sectors: clothing and
food. Businesses were selected through a mapping exercise of local
enterprises that met the NUEs’ definition. This involved combining

» o«

a local keyword search (e.g., “sustainable business,” “solidarity
economy, “short supply chain,” “ethical fashion,” “organic
farming”) with existing maps of the solidarity and sustainable
economy. Examples of these maps include Greenpeace’s Green City
Map

la-nostra-eco-mappa- per-vivere-la-citta-in-modo-sostenibile/),

(https://www.greenpeace.org/italy/storia/13764/e-online-
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Italia che Cambia (https://www.italiachecambia.org/mappa) and
the Italian Solidarity Economy Network (https://rete-ries.it/).
The businesses identified in this way were then cataloged and
subjected to field verification to confirm their existence and assess
their relevance to the research objectives. This phase of dataset
validation was followed by its conversion into an interactive map
using the Google My Maps online tool, which enabled the selected
businesses to be geolocated and categorized.

The entrepreneurs interviewed were selected through
purposive sampling to reflect the diversity of new enterprises in
Bologna. A total of 23 semi-structured interviews were conducted
with small business owners operating in the clothing (9) and food
(14) sectors in Bologna (see Table 1). The different sample sizes
reflect a deliberate strategy: clothing, more homogeneous in its
dynamics, was sufficiently captured with fewer interviews; food,
by contrast, required a broader exploration to account for its
internal diversity.

To gain insight into the interviewees
the

four main analytical dimensions. (1) Biographical: aimed at

entrepreneurial

experiences, interview guide was structured around
reconstructing life stories in relation to education and work,
paying particular attention to work values, perceived job
satisfaction, and the relationship between private and professional
life. (2) Organizational: aimed at examining the genesis of
the business idea, the role of the local area, and the personal
networks activated during the start-up phase. It also examines
the methods of resource acquisition, the composition of the
business, and any changes to the initial value orientation. (3)
Market: aimed at investigating the enterprise’s awareness of its
target customer base and its supply network. (4) Institutional:
aimed at understanding the role of local institutions and public
policies in supporting or hindering these entrepreneurial activities.
All interviews were rigorously transcribed and anonymized.
A thematic analysis was then carried out using NVivo 14, the
software available to the team. Through a recursive process of
coding and interpretation, cross-cutting patterns of meaning
were identified across participants’ narratives. A critical lens was
adopted, focusing on how participants discursively constructed

their experiences.

4 Bologna as a social, economic, and
institutional site for ecopreneurship

The key distinguishing factor between ecopreneurs and
traditional entrepreneurs is their commitment to integrating
economic, environmental, and social objectives. While ecopreneurs
share a hybrid identity, they are not a homogeneous group; several
distinct types have been identified (Halberstadt et al., 2024). Our
contribution enhances the understanding of the various individual,
organizational, and institutional factors that drive ecopreneurship.
Through our interviews, we provide valuable insights into three
dimensions: personal biographies (4.1), organizational choices
(4.2), and the transformative power of everyday utopias (4.3).
Embarking on a life journey that confronts you with the
limitations and contradictions between economic, social, and
environmental objectives is an important step toward becoming
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TABLE 1 Participants by age, gender, sector, year of foundation, and interview date.

10.3389/fs0c.2026.1941048

Interview ID Age Gender Education degree Sector Year of foundation Interview date
P_1 34 M Bachelor Food 2013 13/12/2025
P_2 54 F High school Food 2020 14/01/2025
P_3 63 F Master Food 2016 21/03/2025
P_4 49 M Master Food 2019 11/01/2025
P_5 36 F Master Clothing 2021 05/02/2025
P_6 34 F Master Clothing 2014 24/01/2025
P_7 41 F Bachelor Clothing 2018 12/02/2025
P_8 65 F High school Food 2003 17/03/2025
P9 39 M Bachelor Clothing 2014 12/02/2025
P_10 46 F High school Clothing 2012 16/01/2025
P_11 30 M High school Food 2022 17/12/2024
P_12 28 F Bachelor Clothing 2022 28/01/2025
P_13 44 F High school Food 2021 30/01/2025
P_14 56 F Master Food 2013 21/01/2025
P_15 42 M Master Food 2015 22/01/2025
P_l6 40 F Bachelor Clothing 2009 25/02/2025
P_17 45 M PhD Food 2023 06/12/2024
P_18 57 F Master Clothing 2010 21/02/2025
P_19 29 M Bachelor Food 2021 30/01/2025
P_20 44 F Master Clothing 2023 20/02/2025
P_21 35 M Master Food 2021 28/02/2025
P_22 43 M Bachelor Food 2021 04/03/2025
P_23 37 M High school Food 2019 27/02/2025

an ecopreneur. These very contradictions motivate them to
redefine what it means to do business sustainably, envisioning
a different future that can be realized through their everyday
economic activities.

4.1 Being an ecopreneur: between
self-realization, social justice, and the
institutional context

I haven’t bought fast fashion for years [..] it's madness when
you think about climate change as well... I mean, mountains
and mountains of clothes... to think they don’t just disappear.
Its not as if they vanish into thin air. People, even though we
know all this now from films, documentaries and articles. ..
well, even at Christmas, there were queues outside certain fast-
fashion shops, like Zara. For me, though, my values really
are that you shouldn’t buy two thousand items, but just a
few that you know you can mix and match throughout the
season. [P_10]

Frontiers in Sociology

Then what I like [about this job] is also pursuing a choice
that’s in some ways political—even though I'm not someone who
wants to get involved in politics—but choosing a different diet,
or at least a different way of consuming food, a different kind of
purchase and a different way of shopping too; in my view, that’s
also putting a political ideology into practice. [P_13]

The eco-entrepreneurs interviewed had already adopted
critical consumption practices before setting up their businesses.
As citizens and consumers, they base their purchasing decisions
on criteria that extend well beyond price and utility. These
include

criteria product’s

production conditions, supply chain transparency and social

perceived quality, the origin,
and environmental impact (Micheletti, 2003; Sassatelli, 2006;
Forno and Graziano, 2014). Drawing on their experience with daily
consumption practices, these eco-entrepreneurs strive to align their
business activities with environmental and social sustainability
criteria while ensuring they meet operational needs and remain
economically viable.

The first element common to the interviewees narratives
is therefore an “eco-habitus;,” understood as a set of ecological
dispositions distinctive of consumers with high cultural capital
(Carfagna et al., 2014). This eco-habitus serves as the foundation
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for their motivation to engage in entrepreneurial activities.
However, the decision to launch a sustainable business cannot
be fully understood if eco-entrepreneurs are viewed simply
as entrepreneurs with a keen awareness of environmental
and social issues, or as activists who use the market for a
specific purpose (Yorketal, 2016). Our interpretive coding of
the interviews shows that none of our interviewees describes
themselves as activists running a business, nor do they identify
with the values that guide traditional entrepreneurs. Instead,
they tend to present themselves as highly qualified professionals
who combine economic considerations with personal passions,
professional aspirations, and values centered on sustainability and
social justice.

I then completed a three-year economics degree, writing
my dissertation on the sustainability reports of several large
companies. This allowed me to combine my passion for fashion
with the environmental and social sustainability that 1 had
studied and enjoyed so much during my undergraduate degree.
I then specialized further by taking a course in green fashion
here in Bologna. I made my first garments in the summer
of 2020. Little by little, I evolved, trying to strike a balance
between environmental sustainability in terms of materials and
economic sustainability so that my project could move forward
and be financially self-sustaining. [P_12]

For most of our interviewees, becoming an ecopreneur is
primarily linked to the perception of an increasing disparity
between personal values and lifestyles and the logic of the
salaried labor market, as well as the production and organizational
practices of large corporations. While this does not necessarily
lead to an immediate entrepreneurial venture, perceiving this
discrepancy in terms of identity makes it challenging to continue
in career paths considered inconsistent with one’s values and daily
practices. Therefore, it is not surprising that most respondents
attribute their decision to become an ecopreneur to the need
for greater consistency between their values, daily practices, and
professional aspirations.

Before setting up the company, I worked in the
United States—I lived there for a good 13 years—where I was
always involved in fashion, but in a more conventional way.
So it was a very large company, and I was in charge of buying
[...] but after so many years in that sort of job, even with a very
conventional approach to fashion... meaning a lack of focus on
certain aspects. .. it eventually leads you to mature, perhaps,

and decide to strike out on your own. [P_7]

I went round a bit, doing some interviews at some very
important and well-known large companies we have here in
Bologna. However, I was completely opposed to joining a
company, even though you certainly learn a lot from a technical
perspective. [...] You see the pattern on paper, then the finished
garment arrives, you check for faults—can you do that? I do

not know, who knows, because you did not actually sew that
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garment yourself. And then, yes, the fact that they all had their
production outsourced, the way they treat their employees. .. I
mean, I have met people who have worked for or are working
at these companies, and the approach isn’t always positive or
respectful of working hours, needs, and requirements. [P_12]

For some respondents, the decision to become an ecopreneur
was influenced by life-changing events—disruptions at an
individual level (job loss, the end of a romantic relationship, the
loss of a family member, etc.) or at a collective level (economic
crisis, war, pandemic, etc.)—which led them to redefine their life
path significantly. As we shall see in the following excerpts, the
search for greater authenticity is linked to the moral responsibility

that leads the individual to take personal responsibility
for major global challenges—from the climate crisis to
social justice.

At a certain point during the courses I was taking at the
workshop, I was sacked by the company I'd worked for eight
and a half years. In the meantime, I'd completely changed my
diet; I'd become almost entirely vegan [...] [The opportunity
to take over the workshop] also came at a time when I really
wanted to change my lifestyle a bit - and perhaps, to some
extent, this is something I think about from time to time: making
amends for what I'd done before. Its a bit like saying: I'm
trying to do something a bit more virtuous now. Whereas before
I was creating rubbish, making junk, now I'm trying to save
resources. [P_13]

After that I finished school and started working for a
fashion design studio for four and a half years [...] when 9/11
happened, that marked a bit of a turning point in my life,
because just as it was happening, I was at a fabric fair in Milan,
at Moda In, and right then and there, seeing what happened. ..
[...] I said to myself: I'm doing the most pointless job in the
world. It was like a wake-up call, and from then on, I decided
to change careers completely, even though I loved it so much; I
wanted to do something useful for others. [P_10]

In terms of identity, setting up a sustainable business is a
significant turning point that can bring coherence and continuity
to peoples life stories. Additionally, it serves as a structured
response to the labor market crisis and prevailing economic
logic. Sustainable entrepreneurship is a means of realizing
professional aspirations without compromising values and ideals,
even if it is not the ultimate goal (Azzolina and Mazzenzana,
2026).

The desire for professional fulfillment is intertwined with
past experiences and the relevant local and institutional context
in various ways. This context often struggles to recognize and
support the transformative potential inherent in this approach
to business. The analysis shows that the focus on sustainability
takes on different nuances, reflecting the complexity of individual
life paths. While all interviewees appear to be aware of a
collective dimension to their entrepreneurial project, different
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understandings of business sustainability emerge depending on
their cultural background and the experiences they have gained
through associations, trade unions, or politics. Notably, those with
participatory experience tend to link environmental sustainability
to social justice.

Clearly, I have always been driven by ideas of justice and
ethical working practices. This seemed to me to apply to the
world of commerce. You might think that people turn up their
noses at commerce because it involves money, but that’s not
really the case, because we all have to earn a living. However,
I wanted to offer a product based on different, more ethical
ideas. [P_14]

Individuals with technical or business backgrounds often
take a practical approach to sustainability, focusing mainly on
optimization and efficiency. In this context, sustainability is not
associated with broad claims about collective interests. Instead,
it reflects an entrepreneur’s aim to clearly showcase their ability
to minimize the economic impact on both the environment
and society.

From the outset, we have placed a strong focus on
sustainability. In collaboration with the Metropolitan City, we
even won the Barresi Award for sustainability. We have also
carried out various surveys and assessments with the Region
to measure the company’s impact. Sometimes people think of
sustainability simply in terms of recycling, but it’s a whole world
in itself. So lets consider it from a governance perspective—
that’s the term I use. Bear in mind that although we are an
SME, we have a protocol in accordance with Law 2231, which
involves auditing all our processes. We established this right
from the start by adopting that approach. I am also certified as
an SG Advisor, and all of these aspects stem from the training I
received in my previous role. [P_22]

The drive toward entrepreneurship does not occur in
isolation but rather draws its strength and legitimacy from the
local and institutional context. The analysis shows that most
respondents perceive Bologna as “fertile ground” for this type of
entrepreneurship. It is often described as a “hub,” providing a
supportive environment for establishing and developing one’s own
business venture.

[...] we've opened here—which, in any case, is a city that,
quite apart from its central location, is becoming something of
a hub for certain things. So it’s a bit of a challenge, because it’s
still a city that, in some respects, remains a bit provincial; yet it’s
certainly a city that now has a wide catchment area, not least
thanks to the tourism it’s seen in recent years—even post-Covid,
I'd say. [P_7]

If I'd done something like this in Modena, I honestly don’t
know if I'd even still be in business; Bologna is certainly very

fertile ground for a project like this. It’s probably fertile ground
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for a café too, but a project like this is right up its street.[...] This
place is a ticking time bomb, its a feeding ground; so just put
“vegan” on the sign and we'll be there. [P_23]

Although the respondents were able to identify and capitalize
on market opportunities in the Bologna area, local policies that
encourage and support this type of business present several
challenges. While the interviewees recognize the potential of
local and regional authorities to foster the launch and growth
of sustainable businesses, many feel that the support provided is
overly selective, fragmented, and difficult to access. Current support
mechanisms for sustainable entrepreneurship are limited to specific
types of business, such as those in the craft sector, while those
in the catering sector are excluded. Furthermore, only a minority
of our respondents have benefited from these measures. Applying
for funding requires time, financial capital, and technical and
administrative skills, which small businesses often lack, especially
during their start-up phase.

The state doesnt help women—because that’s a lie—
nor does it help those who want to invest in a sustainable
economy. [P_2]

I think ordinary people have supported us more than the
institutions... now, fortunately, weve won Incredibol. I do
think, though, that Bologna isn’t a bad city. Let’s just say I was
expecting much more—much more funding for young women—
because I started under 30, I registered for VAT under 30, and
nobody gave me a single euro. Even though I was looking for
calls for proposals, with European calls you need a consultant
who’s paid a fortune—you probably know that better than I
do—and even now we had a European call to hand that we
wanted to apply for, but you absolutely had to have a consultant
to take part, and we didn’t have the budget for that at the time
because, after all, you also need the cash to pay them. [P_5]

4.2 Doing ecopreneurship in everyday life

Ecopreneurs operate within an economic system where the
pursuit of profit often conflicts with environmental protection
and human rights. They find ways to navigate these conflicts and
address the challenges of sustainable entrepreneurship, providing a
new perspective on the economy and the role of entrepreneurs in
society. Our analysis identifies three key areas where ecopreneurs
manage these competing priorities: supplier selection, employee
relations, and customer relations. By examining their everyday
practices, we can see how ecopreneurs strive to achieve profitability
while still upholding environmental and social objectives.

4.2.1 Supplier selection

According to the interviewees, conflicts arising from pursuing
different approaches mainly center on supplier selection, a critical
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decision that shapes the company’s sustainability principles.
Choosing suppliers is not just a procurement task or a
neutral action; instead, it requires a careful evaluation that
goes well beyond mere cost or efficiency considerations. This
process involves a variety of factors that collectively define
sustainability. These factors include production methods (organic
or otherwise), the scale and intensity of production, geographical
distance and mode of transport, packaging, transparency of
information, formal certifications, and the personal relationship
built up over time. Supplier selection cannot be fully understood
as the mechanical application of unambiguous, standardized
sustainability assessment criteria. Ecopreneurs draw on their
personal and business backgrounds, the sectors they operate in,
and the resources at their disposal to create a map that reflects
their priorities and tolerances. They choose and prioritize the
elements that contribute to product sustainability based on specific,
relevant systems. As a result, supplier selection becomes a situated
and relational process that emerges from a continuous negotiation
between ethical principles and economic constraints.

The suppliers of the products I sell in the shop are all
companies, both Italian and international but generally from
Northern Europe, that share the same philosophy. The poncho
company, for example, is Danish. What do they do? They
make a poncho from 20 recycled plastic bottles. The product
is manufactured in Asia. It’s a certified supply chain—you can
scan the QR code to read the full story. In short, as I was saying,
they must share the same philosophy, but they don’t necessarily
have to be based just two kilometers from my business. [P_7]

For this interviewee, the primary selection criterion is the
use of recycled raw materials. Her commitment to sustainability
means she relies on overseas suppliers, prioritizing the guarantees
offered by formal certifications over geographical proximity within
the supply chain. In other cases, it is the relationships of trust
established with suppliers and customers that take precedence over
formal certifications.

To be an organic shop that advertises “organic” everywhere,
you need a certification that costs money to obtain. I decided
not to incur this extra cost, so there was no mention that
the products were organic. However, they were organic, so I
told people they simply had to trust me rather than rely on a
certificate. [P_14]

Some interviewees believe that the authenticity of their
entrepreneurial approach lies in personally verifying the quality of
their products, regardless of whether they hold formal sustainability
certifications. This practice anchors sustainability principles in the
eco-entrepreneur’s personal responsibility, thereby shifting away
the focus of credibility and trust from technical compliance toward
direct experience.

The first thing I did was visit SANA and various trade
fairs, and then I did some online research. I specifically looked
for companies that don’t use plastic in their packaging. I also
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make sure that they are as sustainable as possible. For example,
I only choose detergents if they are biodegradable and all the
products must be organic. I taste all of them to make sure they
are good. [P_2]

When researching and selecting suppliers, eco-entrepreneurs
do not lose sight of market dynamics. Rather than getting
lost in abstract idealism, they navigate the challenges of
competitiveness, constantly balancing economic needs against
ethical principles. The long-term viability of the business venture is
inextricably linked to adopting sales strategies that ensure product
competitiveness; otherwise, they risk being excluded from the
market altogether.

I usually try to stock unique products, so exclusivity is
important to me. As soon as a niche product I have chosen
becomes commonplace, I remove it from the shelves and look
for another. [P_8]

When choosing suppliers, ecopreneurs prioritize the working
conditions of employees in the companies from which they
source their goods. Our interviewees identified this as a crucial
factor for social sustainability. Neglecting to consider this aspect
can jeopardize the authenticity, consistency, and credibility of a
business venture.

Back then, I travelled all over Italy to find various suppliers
and, above all, to see for myself how the companies operated.
I really did see everything. For me, one of the most important
things has always been knowing that the places where I buy
clothes are places where people work and aren’t exploited,
because otherwise it isn’t consistent with the message you're
conveying about your product by embracing the whole ethos of
vintage. [P_10]

Sustainability moves from being an abstract concept to
a practical challenge when it becomes difficult to pursue its
environmental, and social—

three dimensions—economic,

simultaneously. For instance, sourcing from short supply
chains while keeping prices affordable can create conflicts. The
practical limitations of achieving “pure” or “radical” sustainable
entrepreneurship often led to compromises. However, this should
not be viewed as a betrayal of sustainable principles; rather, it is
a necessary approach to ensure business continuity and maintain

product accessibility.

Products are organic and local, but many are sourced from
organic distributors. I knew how they operate, but it’s difficult
to always maintain a good balance between quality and price.
I'd made up my mind, but over the years I've learned that for
certain products I should turn to reliable distributors, which
meant lower costs for some items. For other, more specific and
perhaps slightly more niche products, however, I should source

locally. If I had sourced everything locally, I would have had to
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raise the prices so much that it wouldn’t have been commercially
viable. So, I had to strike a balance, but always with a clear
conscience—everything was fully disclosed. [P_14]

Another selected based on

direct knowledge, not only to demonstrate the company’s

interviewee suppliers
consistency with its ethical principles but also to facilitate
intersubjective  recognition = (Honneth,  2019), thereby
going beyond the instrumental of supply
networks and reintegrating social ties into the heart of

function

economic exchanges.

[The suppliers] I find them in the areas where I grew up.
I've been selling at the Campi Aperti market for at least eight
years, and I know everyone there. There is a person behind every
product; I know how they work. So when I run out of chard, 1
get it from a friend or a nearby farm. The same goes for the
other things I sell. Take drinks, for example: for me, behind every
bottle there’s a person and a strong bond. [P_23]

In this context, entrepreneurial activity holds symbolic value
that extends beyond the mere pursuit of profit. Sustainable
entrepreneurship creates an alternative space to practice
reciprocity, and responsibility. For the
entrepreneurship is deeply rooted in personal relationships.

care, interviewee,
The supply chain is not just a series of anonymous, interchangeable
suppliers; it is based on a clear understanding of production
methods and working conditions. These relationships are built
on trust and have been strengthened over time through shared
experiences. While the market often leans toward impersonal
and temporary exchanges, it is still possible to create economic
relationships that are founded on belonging, reciprocity, and
trust. This approach allows for resistance to the depersonalization
typical of globalized supply chains. Therefore, there is potential
to develop different economic practices that are both sustainable
and personalized.

4.2.2 Relationships with employees

Ecopreneurs address the challenges and contradictions of
sustainable entrepreneurship in supplier selection by developing
economic practices rooted in recognition and trust. The
transformative potential of the New Urban Economy (NUE) is
most evident in how they organize their employees’ work. In their
relationships with employees, ecopreneurs frame sustainability
in moral terms. Decisions regarding wages, job security, and
workload distribution highlight the tension between profit-driven
logic and the enterprise’s social sustainability. Ecopreneurs tackle
this conflict through work organization models that move beyond
the rigid hierarchies, precariousness, and subordination typical
of contemporary capitalism. A key finding of the analysis is
the prevalence of precarious employment and poor working
conditions. An interviewee from the catering sector illustrates
this point:
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“It may sound trivial, but offering permanent contracts or
fixed shifts in the catering industry is a significant innovation,
as many workers are often employed off the books. Some
are paid for a single job, while others have to take on
additional work.” The working environment can resemble that
of Michelin-starred restaurants rather than typical street food
establishments, which is our sector. For example, our delivery
riders can sit indoors when it rains, and we provide them with
drinks to foster a relationship. Over time, they have all become
friends because we take the time to get to know them. [P_22]

A common theme in discussions among ecopreneurs regarding
their employees is the desire to provide decent working
conditions. One interviewee (P_5) emphasized that offering
a decent job involves attention to working hours, working
conditions, and contractual stability. Another interviewee (P_22)
focused on employee wellbeing, highlighting the importance
of creating an environment that promotes a good work-life
balance while also recognizing and valuing gender differences.
This approach fosters a relationship with employees based on
mutual recognition, which can lead to new forms of solidarity and
care, moving the relationship beyond a purely instrumental focus
on efficiency.

One of our most recent recruits has an eight-month-old
baby, so her time and working hours needs are very important
to us. We prioritize the health of our employees and ensure
that work does not dominate their lives—essentially, we aim
to minimize work-related stress. Creating a pleasant working
environment where our employees feel “safe” at work is crucial
for us. We believe that not experiencing stress or competition
with others is fundamental to our organization. Regarding our
all-female team, I'm not exactly sure how to define this value,
but it has recently become one of our core principles, and I view
it as a very positive development. [P_5]

The interviewee emphasizes the importance of relational and
gender dimensions in work organization, framing them through
the lens of care and moving away from a competitive mindset. She
contrasts this with a mindset of mutual support, which is more
aligned with organizational practices grounded in solidarity rather
than rigid hierarchical structures.

There is a noticeable change in how businesses are
structured, particularly in their decision-making processes. A
restaurant owner’s experience exemplifies this shift: he not only
chooses not to exploit his position as owner but also explores
innovative ways to redefine the relationship between owners
and employees.

I often find myself being portrayed—and even somewhat
idolized—as a capitalist, which has absolutely nothing to do
with my actions or experiences. Many people describe my
workplace as unusual, but that’s primarily because I never yell
at anyone. I don’t impose myself on others; I give people space.

When someone has a different idea, I'm open to it. Sometimes,
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I'm even the one who gets told off. This approach is quite rare
in many workplaces, where people exploit their positions to
intimidate others. [P_23]

In this context, we are not merely discussing a business
owner who is open to dialogue and criticism. Instead, we
see a concrete effort to make hierarchies less rigid, more
flexible, and more negotiable. This is achieved by establishing
“unconventional” workplaces where individuals are even willing
to accept constructive criticism. Here, the limitations and
contradictions of sustainable entrepreneurship are addressed by
redefining the employer-employee relationship. This relationship
is no longer based on subordination; rather, it is founded on mutual
recognition and reciprocity.

4.2.3 Relationships with customers

Ecopreneurs’ desire to remain in the market without
compromising their ethical principles creates tension in their
relationships with customers, particularly when setting prices.
Pricing is a crucial factor for a business’s competitiveness and the
consistency and authenticity of its venture.

This tension is evident in how ecopreneurs justify their higher
prices to customers, unlike businesses that focus solely on profit.
When customers complain or object, interviewees often change the
subject to stress a different understanding of the product’s value.
This perspective emphasizes quality over cost and profit margins,
highlighting the importance of raw materials and, more broadly,
environmental and social sustainability.

When customers come in and buy a kilo of washing
powder, for example... Let me give you the example of the
€15 washing powder. People tell me, “Yes, it’s expensive.” It’s
true—it’s expensive—but I pay €10 plus VAT for that washing
powder, so ultimately it’s expensive not because I want to
make a huge profit. It’s expensive because the raw material is
expensive. [P_2]

[...] Sometimes, it’s true, prices are higher, but that’s due to
certain products and also the cost of production. In my view,
everyone must be able to afford it, and those who work must be
paid fairly. So it’s a difficult balance to strike. [P_1]

By redefining the framework in which prices are set, eco-
entrepreneurs overturn the logic of competition by shifting the
focus from price to product quality. They also redirect customers’
attention toward critical consumption, raising awareness of
environmental and social sustainability.

I'd never take part in sit-in protests on the motorway. I
realize theres a need for that sometimes, too. But my approach
is more subtle. It’s about showing people that it’s possible to eat
well without meat, especially given the unsustainable practices
of modern livestock farming. [P_3]
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That was my aim too: if you want to eat in an
environmentally responsible way and with a certain level of
awareness, you can do so even if you don’t have much money,
because there’s this idea that “organic” means “NaturaSi”—the
supermarket for the rich and so on—which is partly true, of
course, but I think I've done a great job of making it clear
that everyone can afford to eat well without spending a fortune,
simply by being mindful of what you buy. And for me... in fact,
Ive held several meetings on this very topic. [P_14]

Notably, another interview shifts customers’ focus from
immediate convenience to responsibility toward the environment
and future generations. This approach places economic exchange
within a broader temporal and value-based framework.

The prices are still high compared to those in the big
supermarkets, and I always tell them, “Yes, thats true, but
you also have to look a bit further ahead. I mean, you have
children—I didn’t even have the slightest idea I might have any
myself before—and I always used to say: T'm doing this for your
children, not for mine, because I don’t have any.” Perhaps you
should start thinking about it too, about starting to shop in a
certain way.” [P_13]

4.3 Making ecopreneurship real: the
transformative power of everyday practices

Practicing ecopreneurship requires making a variety
of organizational decisions, such as choosing suppliers or
setting prices that are not always aligned with sustainable
entrepreneurship. Therefore, it is not surprising that many
interviewees explicitly state that they “are not sustainable,” thereby
highlighting the impossibility of controlling the environmental and
social impact of the entire production chain and acknowledging

inevitable trade-offs.

We don’t use any polluting products on our land, but then
again, we do... because that’s a point of view in itself, you see?
Someone might say, “Yes, you don’t use anything, but you use
the tractor more, and that still uses fuel.” However, I don’t use
weedkillers, so I don’t pollute my land, and I do everything
mechanically. Its a long story, but that’s our approach. In short,
we try not to pollute. [P_1]

I do lots of things that move in this direction, but they’re
certainly not sustainable. The whole business isn’t sustainable,
in that we have three vans and everyone drives to work in
Soliera. [...] How can you call this sustainable? We try lots of
things, we provide a tray so we can wash it. Even here, I use
only washable products that I couldn’t otherwise use. I fight all
my little battles, but we're up against a giant. So, in my view,
we’re not sustainable. [P_23]
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The interviewee continues his account, clarifying:

Although we promote sustainability a great deal because
we're still fighting on various fronts in this area. So, someone
who isn’t entirely inexperienced—or at least someone who
believes in it—will certainly find a haven here rather than
anywhere else. “I think that, of all the projects out there,
especially the various vegan initiatives in the city, ours has a
very strong ethical and social dimension.” [P_23]

The difference between criticizing capitalism and recognizing
the limits of oné€’s own actions does not paralyze ecopreneurs. On
the contrary, this awareness drives them to act, seeing the market as
both a cause of and a possible solution to ongoing environmental
crises. One interviewee describes her work

and social

@« .. »
asa mission.

I feel 1 have a mission because promoting a plant-
based diet involves many important aspects of humanity, such
as our health and well-being, respect for animals, and the
consequences for the planet. So, it is my mission. [...] I'm
absolutely convinced that what we do is of great value. Whether
or not were recognized for it doesn’t really matter to me. [P_8]

Interviewees tend to describe their business activities as fertile
ground in which to “sow” the changes they hope to see in the future.
One such example is an interviewee who owns a clothing shop and
organizes creative upcycling workshops.

Working with recycled materials enables me to pursue the
secondary aim of this project: engaging the local community.
My goal is to encourage people to avoid throwing things in the
bin and to make them reflect on which materials can be reused
and which can be disposed of in a way that creates something
that goes beyond my business itself and leaves a seed—the idea
that perhaps we should pay more attention to what we throw
away and how we use our resources. [P_20]

In the interviewees accounts, business is not viewed as a
site of anonymous exchange, but as a relational space—that is,
a place where economic transactions become an opportunity for
encounters, meaningful interactions, and recognition. For example,
one interviewee describes her shop as a “piazza” comprising
encounters and forms of social interaction that prioritize the
social and relational aspects of economic exchanges. This way
of understanding and practicing economics, therefore, seeks to
rebuild the fragmented social fabric by resisting the atomization
imposed by neoliberalism.

Its a completely different kind of shopping experience from
the supermarket: there’s a real need for interaction, and it’s
lovely to see people coming back and asking how you are. You
ask them how they are and how things went with what they
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bought. It’s always a bit like a town square, especially when
several customers who don’t know each other chat, exchanging
ideas, recipes, and advice. [P_13]

These eco-entrepreneurs recognize the environmental and
social implications of capitalism, prompting them to rethink
the concept of entrepreneurship. They believe that entrepreneurs
should prioritize environmental, social, and ethical goals. This
reimagining involves discovering new ways to balance present
needs with future aspirations and integrating everyday practices
with a hopeful vision for the future.

5 Discussion

Let us now discuss the key points that emerged from our
analysis: motivations for ecopreneurship (becoming); how the
business is organized (doing); and the transformative power of
everyday practices (making).

Becoming an ecopreneur goes beyond simply assessing
economic opportunities or filling a niche in an emerging market.
Similarly, it is too simplistic to attribute this choice solely to
an “eco-habitus” already embedded in the interviewees daily
practices and value orientations. Instead, the decision to become
an ecopreneur should be viewed as a significant biographical
turning point: the discrepancy between their beliefs and their
livelihood motivates them to critically re-examine the past
and redefine their expectations for the future. This process
aims to restore a sense of coherence and continuity in their
biographies. These discontinuities serve as “catalysts for reflexivity,”
encouraging a reassessment of daily practices. The biographical
rupture does not replace the eco-habitus; rather, it reveals how
it can be translated into an entrepreneurial project. To bridge
this biographical discontinuity, ecopreneurs draw upon their
capacity for agency in response to both structural constraints,
such as unemployment and a lack of welfare, and significant
global challenges that politics struggles to address, such as the
climate crisis and social justice issues. Specifically, the pursuit of
greater authenticity serves as a means of moral responsibility,
leading to new forms of individualized solidarity (Berking,
1996). This finding adds to and complicates the concept of
“eco-habitus;,” confirming that a mindset embedded in critical
consumption practices can transform into an entrepreneurial
project. However, this comes with the risk of placing excessive
responsibility on individuals, forcing them to craft their own
life narratives while also trying to reconnect the environment,
the economy, and society—three spheres that capitalism tends
to keep separate. This underscores the value of our micro-
relational perspective.

Doing ecopreneurship relates to the way a business is organized,
including its choice of suppliers and its relationships with
employees and customers. This allows us to view sustainability
not as an abstract principle, but as a contextualized organizational
practice that reveals its limitations and contradictions. Ecopreneurs
continually redefine economic relationships to detach them from
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the logic of globalized capitalism. The interviewees describe
working environments where relationships are founded on trust,
recognition, and reciprocity. They favor local producers and
regional (or neighboring) industrial clusters over globalized
supply chains, and, when sourcing from abroad, they rely
on sustainability certifications. As a result, the choice of
suppliers is not based solely on price and product quality.
These are often long-standing relationships supported by a
shared set of values. In their relationships with employees,
ecopreneurs prioritize contractual guarantees, positive colleagues’
interactions, and the promotion of a healthy work-life balance.
The interviewees portray entrepreneurs who are open to dialogue
and discussion, even willing to share decision-making with their
employees to some extent. Similarly, in their relationships with
customers, we register exchanges and forms of social interaction
that transcend purely functional roles. Doing ecopreneurship
illustrates that sustainability is never fully realized, but is
continually created, assessed, and negotiated within everyday
economic practices.

Making ecopreneurship is characterized by the commitment
to pursuing economic, environmental, and social objectives
simultaneously. Ecopreneurs also demonstrate the ability to
imagine and implement innovative prefigurative economic
practices. To varying degrees, all those interviewed challenge the
current economic system, including globalized supply chains, job
insecurity, pricing logic, and the commodification of urban life.
It is precisely this capacity for prefiguration that enables them
to avoid the risk of “presentification”: they aspire to a different
world and prefigure a real utopia that takes shape in everyday
practices. They find the urban context to be the ideal environment
for experimenting with real utopias in daily life (Wright, 2010;
Cooper, 2014). They tap into the latent potential of the present,
seeking alternatives that can be realized in the here and now within
the fabric of daily life. By doing so, the implement micro-practices
that harness NUEs transformative potential. These concrete
actions not only foreshadow the desired future but also capture
the temporal dimension of utopia (Wright, 2010; Levitas, 2013;
Cooper, 2014). The utopia envisioned by ecopreneurs is not a
distant future; it takes shape in everyday activities. The hope for
a different future—one that is more environmentally and socially
sustainable—is reimagined in both subjective and collective terms.
This emerges as innovative and creative practices that challenge
conventional norms and open up new possibilities. In this way,
ecopreneurs uniquely connect the present with the future, linking
their everyday practices with their hopes for a better future.

To conclude, everyday life provides a lens for studying
NUE because it reveals ecopreneurs motivations and the
organizational and utopic practices that distinguish these ventures
from traditional firms. While sustainable entrepreneurship
has
as innovation, environmental impact, and business models
(Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011; Munoz and Cohen, 2017), its
micro-practices remain underexplored. Our first contribution

been examined through macro-level categories such

is to address this gap by showing how change is produced and
negotiated in everyday organizational life. Second, the article shifts
attention from forecasting strategies (Poli, 2024) to everyday life
as the site in which real utopian projects are enacted (Wright,
2010). Amid uncertainty and social acceleration (Rosa, 2013),
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NUE practices connect past experiences, present constraints, and
imagined futures, grounding action in responsibility toward future
generations (Jonas, 1979). These practices are transformative
not because they eliminate contradictions, but because they
turn them into objects of experimentation. Ecopreneurs struggle
to rely on local supply chains, provide secure employment,
and maintain affordable prices. Aware that they confront the
constraints of capitalism (P_23), they neither identify with the
Schumpeterian destroyer nor embrace the heroic entrepreneur
who saves the planet. Their work may be experienced as a mission,
but not as evidence of exceptional individual power. The point
is not to attribute to ecopreneurs a heroic capacity for systemic
transformation, but to show how they make alternative forms of
economic exchange practicable. Recycling and reuse workshops,
relations with employees, and informal exchanges with customers
enact an economy centered on solidarity, social ties, decent work,
and environmental responsibility. These situated experiments
also expand imaginable “futurescapes” and possible strategies for
economic action.

The articles main contribution is thus to locate the
transformative potential of NUE beyond macro-level outcomes. It
also lies in the capacity of everyday routines to produce, reproduce,
and negotiate sustainability, while making alternative ways of
reconciling economy, society, and the environment legitimate
and practicable.
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