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Setting the stage for digital sustainable entrepreneurship: A systematic literature review  

 

Abstract 

Sustainability and digitalization are two central discourses in entrepreneurship research, but 

only recently have they been discussed jointly. Scholars call for an integration of the previously 

disconnected research stream to investigate the transformative potential of digitalization to 

advance sustainable development. However, little effort has been devoted to such an integration 

leading to a fragmented field of research with a lack of consolidated knowledge. This article 

conducts a systematic review of the literature to unravel the state-of-the-art of digital 

sustainable entrepreneurship. We derive common themes of current work and discuss in the 

light of promising theoretical perspectives to contribute to the integration of sustainability and 

digitalization in entrepreneurship research and offer promising avenues for future research.  

 

Keywords: sustainable entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship, digitalization, digital 

technologies, business models, review 

 

Introduction 

Sustainability and digitalization are two omnipresent discourses guiding contemporary societal, 

political, and scientific debates. Sustainability is concerned with the grand social and 

environmental challenges such as climate change and gaping inequalities that become 

increasingly evident. In this vein, entrepreneurship research began to embrace the concept of 

sustainable entrepreneurs that take a vital role in this regard by advancing efforts of sustainable 

development through the creation of positive social and environmental impact through 
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financially viable businesses (Dean & McMullen, 2007; Hall et al., 2010; Johnson & 

Schaltegger, 2020; Muñoz & Cohen, 2017). The second discourse evolves around the 

transformative capacity of digital technologies and their pervasive infusion in everyday life 

(Nambisan, 2017; Yoo et al., 2012). Digital technologies such as platforms, cloud computing, 

artificial intelligence (AI), virtual reality (VR) or the internet of things (IoT) have transformed 

numerous industries (e.g. accommodation, agriculture, transportation, etc.) by providing 

companies unprecedented benefits and novel opportunities to conduct business (Nambisan, 

2017; von Briel et al., 2018).  

Extant entrepreneurship literature has primarily investigated sustainability and digitalization 

phenomena in two separate research streams resulting in little integrated research and cross-

fertilization. Recently the two discourses garnered attention from entrepreneurship research, 

where scholars call for investigating the transformative potential of digital technologies to 

advance sustainable development goals. These developments gave momentum to the discussion 

of an integrated stream of research broadly referred to as digital sustainable entrepreneurship 

(George et al., 2021; Gregori & Holzmann, 2020). Due to the novelty of these efforts, there is 

little consolidated knowledge on the role of digital technologies for sustainable entrepreneurs. 

Previous results are scattered and fragmented, and thus, a plethora of fundamental questions 

remain unresolved. To provide a foundation for this important integration, this paper aims to 

unravel the state-of-the-art of digital sustainable entrepreneurship research and identify 

promising avenues for future research.  

To this end, we conduct a systematic literature review. We identify current themes from the 

literature and present findings on how digital technologies are discussed in the context of 

enabling value for society and environment, stakeholder inclusion, and venture viability. 

Subsequently, we draw on a business model perspective to discuss our findings, offering novel 

ways to integrate sustainability and digital technologies. We further call for a 
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reconceptualization of digital technologies in this context. Based on this, we offer courses 

forward by establishing a research agenda. In doing so, we contribute to forming a novel field 

of research with the potential to transform the theory and practice of entrepreneurship.  

Conceptual boundaries 

Sustainability and entrepreneurship 

The interest in social and environmental challenges led to an increasing number of research 

dedicated to the role of entrepreneurship in this regard (Muñoz & Cohen, 2017; Terán-Yépez 

et al., 2020). However, the uprise of this research stream led to a proliferation of different 

attempts to name the phenomenon such as social, environmental, or sustainable 

entrepreneurship. As such, sustainability and entrepreneurship still struggle to find common 

ground in the form of a generally accepted definition. This ambiguity of sustainable 

entrepreneurship is also reflected in an underdeveloped and unclear distinction from 

environmental or social entrepreneurship. The evident fundamental overlaps between social, 

environmental, and sustainable entrepreneurship have prompted a synonymous use of terms, 

which is often criticized (Antolin‐Lopez et al., 2019; Muñoz & Cohen, 2017; Saebi et al., 2019). 

The relations and boundaries between social and environmental entrepreneurship appear to be 

often blurred. Indeed, a growing stream of literature informed us how environmentally-oriented 

entrepreneurs could positively impact social systems (Schaper, 2010). In particular, these 

entrepreneurs enable the reaping of social benefits (e.g., a reduction of pollution increases the 

quality of life and the health of the population) (Cohen & Winn, 2007). There exist apparent 

intersections between the conceptions, however, scholars are either neglecting them by not 

covering social aspects (e.g., Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011) or explicitly covering social issues 

in their conceptualizations (e.g., Phillips, 2013). We do not aim to provide a new definition but 

look for commonalities between the concepts. The key for all research streams is the creation 
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of non-economic gains through entrepreneurial action. For our purposes, differentiation 

between these research streams would be too narrow. Hence, we follow Johnson and 

Schaltegger (2020), who condense social, environmental, and sustainable entrepreneurship 

literature under one umbrella.  

Digitalization 

Entrepreneurship literature acknowledges the importance of new technologies for opportunity 

exploitation (Beckman et al., 2012). Lately, the proliferation of digital technologies with their 

unique characteristics and altered properties (Yoo et al., 2010) has initiated severe 

consequences affecting the entrepreneurial process (Nambisan, 2017). In particular, scholars 

expect digitalization to shape the locus of opportunities and the required practices to effectively 

exploit these newly provided opportunities (Autio et al., 2018). Taken together, the 

technologies’ unique affordances and their impact on entrepreneurship dawned a stream of 

research (Kraus et al., 2019; Nambisan, 2017; Nambisan et al., 2019). Digitalization can be 

defined as the adoption or use of digital technologies by different stakeholders in various 

contexts (Brennen & Kreiss, 2016), for instance, through applications and services. For Tilson 

and colleagues (2010, p. 749), digitalization marks: “the sociotechnical process of applying 

digitizing techniques to broader social and institutional contexts that render digital technologies 

infrastructural”. First research endeavors on applying digital technologies for electronic 

opportunities exploitation date back to the widespread availability of the internet (Timmers, 

1998). However, in entrepreneurship research, the phenomenon only recently gained 

momentum amplified by the emergence of rapidly growing digital startups like AirBnB, Uber, 

or Twitter.  
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Methodology  

We strive to grasp previous results on digital sustainable entrepreneurship by conducting a 

systematic literature review (Tranfield et al., 2003). Systematic literature reviews aim at 

increasing results' reproducibility through a transparent and comprehensible presentation of the 

data collection and synthesis processes. Thus, they can enhance the objectivity, and overall 

quality of the evidence obtained. This approach can further decrease the application of simple 

heuristics, reduce the probability of subjective bias and error, and thus contributes to scientific 

rigor (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006; Tranfield et al., 2003). Recently, a growing number of 

entrepreneurship scholars have applied the approach to engage with various entrepreneurial 

phenomena (Bouncken et al., 2015; Champenois et al., 2020; Gregori & Parastuty, 2021; 

Lattacher & Wdowiak, 2020; Schmitz et al., 2017). Conducting systematic literature reviews 

follows a logical sequence of successive steps. These steps are the planning of the review, which 

includes the identification of the research need and the development of a research protocol. This 

initial step is followed by the identification and evaluation of relevant research, which also 

encompasses the application of exclusion criteria. In the next step, the obtained data is analyzed 

and synthesized (Kraus et al., 2020; Okoli, 2015; Tranfield et al., 2003). The detailed systematic 

review process used is reported in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Systematic review process 
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Digital sustainable entrepreneurship requires a synthesis of research using the key terms 

“sustainable entrepreneurship” and “digitalization” and subsequently sets the conceptual 

boundaries of this review. Both fields are scattered with scholars applying different 

terminologies. For instance, research on digital technologies is evolving rapidly, which is 

reflected in a dynamic terminology (Zaheer et al., 2019). Thus, a variation of search terms that 

aim at covering this broad spectrum is required. In order to identify relevant work and not to 

miss any substantial pieces within the field, we developed a sophisticated search string that 

included a variety of relevant terms to cover extant entrepreneurship research combining 

sustainability and digitalization (shown in Figure 1). We selected Web of Science (WOS) as it 

is recognized as one of the premier academic literature sources. WOS assures a certain level of 

scientific rigor and quality by listing only works published in ranked academic journals. We 

searched the WOS Core Collection comprising SSCI, SCI-Expanded, A&HCI, and ESCI 

indices. We refrained from limiting the timespan for our search, thus covering the entire 
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available period from 1990 to February 2021. We included only peer-reviewed journal articles, 

which can be conceived as a proxy for a certain level of quality (Bouncken et al., 2015). Two 

senior researchers performed the search independently and provided an initial sample of 152 

peer-reviewed articles. We read the titles, abstracts, and keywords and screened the full texts 

of all papers and excluded non-fitting articles.  

In the next step, both researchers thoroughly investigated the full texts of the sampled articles, 

which led to the exclusion of further articles. In addition, we further identified relevant articles 

through a backwards citation search and snowballing. The final sample consists of 53 articles, 

which is acceptable considering the limited number of available articles, due to the immaturity 

and scattered nature of the field (Kraus et al., 2020). This smaller number of articles provides 

the opportunity for a more comprehensive discussion of the individual work (Kraus et al., 

2019). It can thus help to establish a new field (Frank & Hatak, 2014), identify unanswered 

research questions, and provide avenues for further research to advance the field further 

(Petticrew & Roberts, 2006). Moreover, researchers attribute greater salience to the use of 

appropriate, rigorous, and comprehensible search criteria and the application of strict exclusion 

criteria than to the absolute number of articles covered in the analysis (Baldacchino et al., 2015). 

Data analysis followed a stepwise coding approach, including the formation of first-order 

codes, second-order themes, and aggregate dimensions (Gioia et al., 2013). We analyzed and 

coded the sample articles in a content-focused manner, allowing us to extract interesting 

information even when the main arguments of the article do not focus on the intersection of 

digitalization and sustainable entrepreneurship. Both researchers engaged with the papers and 

started to develop first-order codes close to the wording of the articles. In the following step, 

these first-order codes are compiled and reworked into second-order themes, which, in a final 

move, are condensed into aggregate dimensions. This process was conducted in an iterative 

manner with constant discussion and comparison between the codes by both researchers. 
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Findings 

Enabling value for society and environment 

One of the themes identified is concerned with how digital technologies are essential for the 

realization of value for society and the environment. The literature argues that digital 

technologies with their specificities and affordances enable entrepreneurial action that in turn 

facilitates sustainability.  

When discussing digital technologies as enablers of sustainability, the focus mainly lies on 

social aspects. In general, scholars argue that digitalization is tightly related to human well-

being (Torres & Augusto, 2020), and specific technologies have the potential to increase the 

quality of life and reduce poverty (Mora et al., 2021). For example, entrepreneurial business 

models that leverage digital solutions allow to easily track and monitor affected individuals in 

times of crisis and then offer support to tend to their needs (Ibáñez et al., 2021). Specifically, 

crowd-based digital innovations are discussed as solutions to alleviate suffering in this regard 

(Majchrzak & Shepherd, 2021). A central notion through which positive social change is 

achieved is digitally enabled inclusiveness. This means connecting disadvantaged people and 

providing them with access to innovations (Ibáñez et al., 2021), services (Srivastava & 

Shainesh, 2015), education (Torres & Augusto, 2020), or government information (Goyal et 

al., 2020) that would not be accessible otherwise. Doing so is especially important in regions 

where the overall adoption of digital technology is low (Torres & Augusto, 2020). The value 

of inclusiveness is further related to empowering individuals as ventures to aim to enable 

individuals to engage with new work opportunities (Soltysova & Modrak, 2020) or become 

entrepreneurial (Langley et al., 2017; Pankaj & Seetharaman, 2021; Pazaitis et al., 2017).  

Reducing environmental impact received less attention. Some articles note the potential of 

digital solutions for environmental sustainability (Pierce et al., 2017; Suseno & Abbott, 2021) 
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or the role of large-scale data analysis informing environmentally-friendly outcomes (Mora et 

al., 2021). In this vein, digital entrepreneurial solutions might lead to a lesser need for travel 

and living space and can be used for environmental education (Devereaux, 2021). Moreover, 

scholars argue that digital technologies are a driver for a more comprehensive transition of the 

economy, entailing alternative forms of consumption that in turn lead to a reduction of negative 

environmental impact (De Bernardi et al., 2019; Soltysova & Modrak, 2020). 

Stakeholder inclusion 

Prior work stresses the potential of digital technologies for the inclusion of diverse stakeholders. 

Digital technologies are considered as essential means offering novel possibilities for ventures 

to broaden the set of stakeholders they can integrate into their business (Gregori & Holzmann, 

2020). Findings give insights into the role of digital technologies for developing customer 

relationships (Laurell et al., 2019; Matzembacher et al., 2020) and building and leveraging 

communities (Faludi, 2020; Ryu & Kim, 2018), emphasizing the role of platform technology 

in this regard (Tarafdar et al., 2013). Moreover, sustainable entrepreneurs are often challenged 

to take on a connecting role between these stakeholders (Battisti, 2019). Digital technologies 

as a communication device such as social media are central in establishing connections and 

building networks with diverse audiences (Kao & Luarn, 2020). In addition, online discussions 

with stakeholders are further credited with creating long-lasting relationships (Calvo et al., 

2020) 

Customers remain a central stakeholder and digitally-enabled customer engagement can result 

in novel business models (Goyal et al., 2020) and support the establishment of the sustainable 

venture (Matzembacher et al., 2020). However, developing customer relations is also essential 

for furthering the public discourse on emerging and pressing sustainability issues driven largely 

by entrepreneurs. For example, scholars draw attention to the necessity of getting customers 
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involved and engaged in sustainability-driven crowdfunding campaigns to gain momentum and 

increase campaign success (Laurell et al., 2019). 

Communities are considered essential resources in creating sustainable innovation, but they 

need to be actively built by sustainable ventures to leverage the associated benefits. Digital 

technologies enable connecting a wide range of beneficiaries and can thus assist in community 

building (Faludi, 2020; Ross et al., 2012). Sustainable ventures benefit from communities 

because they are actively driving change through the active participation of their members (Ryu 

& Kim, 2018). They do so, for instance, by contributing additional or missing data or by 

detecting inaccuracies in existing data (Ross et al., 2012). Leading individuals in online 

communities often constantly scan and monitor emerging needs and thus create data. This data 

can then be used to identify new market demands and inform decisions on prioritizing certain 

needs (Battisti, 2019; Ratten, 2018).  

A central notion for stakeholder inclusion is digital platforms that render valuable support by 

providing an effective form of communication, collaboration, and the sharing of resources and 

knowledge (Javed & Yasir, 2019; Majchrzak & Shepherd, 2021). These platforms further allow 

for a reduction of spatial, informational, temporal, and financial separation between different 

actors (Tarafdar et al., 2013) as they, for instance, enable victims to co-create with other actors 

and enable a form of social venturing (Majchrzak & Shepherd, 2021). Yet, platforms can also 

support entrepreneurs in their role of bridging different stakeholders. Digital platforms 

dedicated to sustainability issues are also measured against their enhancements in customer 

experience, and scholars highlight that user-friendly interfaces can contribute to greening 

traditional industries like logistics (Negrutiu et al., 2020). Cryptocurrencies are more a novel 

phenomenon that is supposed to positively affect sustainable value creation due to their non-

exclusive nature that integrates a wide range of stakeholders (Mora et al., 2021). 



11 

 

Venture viability 

Like other forms of entrepreneurship, sustainable entrepreneurs face constraints and limitations 

regarding their financial resources, which are amplified through potential trade-offs between 

socio-environmental value creation and financial returns. In this regard, we identified different 

ways of how digital technologies contribute to venture viability in the form of ensuring venture 

performance, accessing alternative funding sources, scaling, and credibility. 

First of all, the articles point towards improved financial viability. Digital technologies enable 

cost-efficient, more profitable sustainable venturing and can provide access to alternative 

funding sources. Ventures benefit from leveraging digital technologies as they allow for more 

efficient ways of doing sustainable business (Symon & Whiting, 2019). In this vein, scholars 

particularly emphasize the role of ICT and freely available software tools that provide digital 

infrastructures, increasing operations' effectiveness and efficiency (Carroll & Casselman, 2019; 

Javed et al., 2020; Javed & Yasir, 2019; Ross et al., 2012). In addition to the potential savings 

in expenditures, scholars emphasize the positive effect of digital technologies on the financial 

viability of sustainable ventures (Pankaj & Seetharaman, 2021). Mainly, platform-based 

approaches are discussed as a way to overcome financial constraints and to realize positive 

outcomes for the ventures’ profitability and survival (Matzembacher et al., 2020; Soltysova & 

Modrak, 2020). Furthermore, sustainable entrepreneurs can leverage platforms to access 

alternative funding sources. Empirical results inform us that setting up crowdfunding 

campaigns can be useful as sustainable entrepreneurs are able to attract more investors 

compared to other non-sustainable campaigns. However, they do not only attract more investors 

but the total amount of funding also increases depending on the demonstrated social 

contribution and the constructed narrative of the project in question (Ryder & Vogeley, 2018; 

Ryu & Kim, 2018).  



12 

 

The distinct affordances of digital technologies are also considered crucial for scaling both the 

venture and its impact. Increasing reach through digital means is a core point in this regard, 

allowing sustainable entrepreneurs to improve geographical access, overcome preconditions of 

spatial proximity and, thus, reach other markets and previously unserved target groups (Goyal 

et al., 2020; Parthiban et al., 2020; Srivastava & Shainesh, 2015). Scholars further elaborate on 

digital technology's influence on effectively scaling the venture's intended impact. Through the 

generativity of digital solutions, linking multiple forms of value, and including affected 

individuals, the socio-environmental impact of the venture can be scaled and magnified 

(Gregori & Holzmann, 2020; Majchrzak & Shepherd, 2021; Pankaj & Seetharaman, 2021). 

Besides the ventures’ desired impact, digital technologies can also promote the development of 

the venture itself. The analyzed articles, for instance, discuss the application of digital tools as 

efficient means to follow and implement lean principles to scale and grow the venture (Cabrera 

& Byrne, 2021; Carroll & Casselman, 2019).  

In addition to the liability of newness that all new ventures are subject to, sustainable initiatives 

are repeatedly facing reticence due to problems of coordination and trust (George et al., 2021). 

Overcoming these hurdles is crucial for venture viability, and the application of digital 

communication channels is one of the identified ways to build the necessary credibility. 

Communicating and doing business in the digital realm can increase awareness and recognition 

and make communication more transparent and traceable, which is especially important in 

traditionally unsustainable industries (Matzembacher et al., 2020; Negrutiu et al., 2020). Social 

media is one of the technologies that received the primary intention and is discussed as a 

promising approach to convey the ventures’ values to its stakeholder to form trusting 

relationships (Kao & Luarn, 2020; Veleva, 2021). The difficulty of communication for digital 

sustainable ventures is also underlined by Sandeep and Ravishankar (2015), who concluded 
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that ventures consciously mimic mainstream business models to attract stakeholders and ease 

their transition. 

Discussion and agenda for future research 

The investigated articles offer a wide range of different perspectives. Yet, we identified a lack 

of theoretical work that allows us to integrate digitalization and sustainability, which are 

currently mainly discussed as two disparate concepts in entrepreneurship research. Hence, 

further work is needed to develop an interface for the research streams involved and to offer a 

fruitful research agenda. In this article, we propose the business model as a potential interface 

for two reasons. First, business model literature successfully informed work on sustainable and 

digital entrepreneurship (e.g., Ghezzi and Cavallo, 2020; Lüdeke‐Freund, 2020), pointing 

towards the potential to find common ground through this lens. This is also reflected in the 

sampled articles as some of them apply or refer to the business model perspective (e.g., George 

et al., 2021; Gregori and Holzmann, 2020; Langley et al., 2017; Matzembacher et al., 2020; 

Veleva, 2021).  

Second, based on the fundamental premises of this stream of research, we argue that the 

business model allows us to theorize, develop, and integrate the core themes that emerged from 

our review. For this endeavor, we build on the discussion of business models as logics of value 

consisting of interlocked components (Casadesus-Masanell & Ricart, 2010; Laasch, 2019; 

Teece, 2010). As opposed to initial business model research, we consider value as a 

multidimensional concept that goes beyond the financial value capture and also discusses socio-

environmental value (Gregori et al., 2019; Lüdeke‐Freund, 2020; Schaltegger et al., 2016). We 

further consider business models as composed of and enacted by heterogeneous actors (Demil 

& Lecocq, 2015; Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009), including central actors such as the 

entrepreneur, diverse stakeholders, and technology. In addition, the business model offers an 
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open-ended perspective that is compatible with other lenses, which can supplement research in 

this context. Based on this, we leverage business models as a productive approach to integrate 

and further the research on digital sustainability for entrepreneurship studies.  

Integrating sustainability and digital technologies through business models  

Based on our findings, the positive relationship between sustainability and digitalization is still 

opaque and macro-level. We identified a focus on the potential and less on its realization 

through concrete entrepreneurial action. We thus argue that we need further research on the 

novel mechanisms on how sustainability and digitalization interact along the lines of value 

proposition, creation, and capture. 

Enabling forms of non-economic gain through the creative deployment of digital technology is 

one of the main themes in the analyzed literature (e.g., Ibáñez et al., 2021; Majchrzak and 

Shepherd, 2021; Srivastava and Shainesh, 2015; Torres and Augusto, 2020). From a business 

model perspective, the identified themes, such as digital inclusiveness, enable entrepreneurs to 

develop novel value propositions. Realizing value from novel technologies is a core tenet of 

business model research (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002; Holzmann et al., 2019, 2020). This 

stream primarily informed us, for instance, about the nature and gestalt of the business models 

applied (Holzmann et al., 2017, 2019), how digital technologies are leveraged in business 

models to create customer value (Hartmann et al., 2016; Holzmann et al., 2020; Standing & 

Mattsson, 2018; Täuscher & Laudien, 2018) or how these technologies can drive the digital 

transformation of organizations or industries (Bouwman et al., 2018; Remane et al., 2017). 

However, we lack a more in-depth understanding of how more sustainable value propositions 

can be developed. This development is far from trivial. Previous research has shown the 

challenges that result from communicating the benefits of often inferior technology with value 

for the environment and society to the customer (Bohnsack & Pinkse, 2017; Khan & Bohnsack, 
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2020). Sustainable entrepreneurs are expected to struggle with similar problems (George et al., 

2021) we need further research on how they deal with such challenges. 

These novel socioenvironmental value propositions need adequate value creation systems and 

mechanisms. In particular, new ventures typically lack efficient organizational structures and 

production systems what puts them at a disadvantage when competing with established 

companies. Digital technologies are found to contribute to more efficient value creation as they 

can reduce the costs for setting up and running the business (e.g., Carroll & Casselman, 2019; 

Javed et al., 2020; Javed & Yasir, 2019; Ross et al., 2012). Furthermore, findings show their 

considerable potential for efficient scaling of the venture and its impacts (Carroll & Casselman, 

2019; Gregori & Holzmann, 2020; Majchrzak & Shepherd, 2021). Research on the scaling of 

the socioenvironmental values has increased our understanding of why some entrepreneurs 

decide to scale their businesses while others neglect to do so (Smith et al., 2016). However, 

besides these individual-level determinants, we widely lack clear accounts of when ventures 

should scale, how such a process can be structured, which internal and external resources can 

be utilized (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2020; Smith et al., 2017), and when the organizational scaling 

of the venture actually leads to an increase in the desired socioenvironmental value (Dees et al., 

2004). Growing a business is a sensitive and challenging process, and our findings provide new 

insights on how digital technologies can help to achieve this. Future research should thus further 

investigate how digital technologies are integral to value creation processes and venture scaling. 

Value and its creation are fundamentally intertwined and thus need to be associated with 

appropriate value capture mechanisms to secure venture viability. Studies revealed that 

convenience and speed are essential antecedents of users' intention to use mobile electronic 

payments (Teo et al., 2015). The value capture of digital sustainable ventures benefits from 

today's wide availability of these digital payment options as they accelerate and ease of financial 

transactions. Furthermore, digital vending applications such as marketplaces enable dynamic 
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pricing mechanisms (Cohen et al., 2020; Wurman, 2001). These mechanisms allow for dynamic 

adjustment of prices according to the individual value attributed to the good in question 

(Narahari et al., 2005) and thus help to optimize and maximize venture utility and profit 

(Kephart et al., 2000), increase efficiency, and steer demand (Faruqui et al., 2009). However, 

such mechanisms received little attention in the sampled work and we call for additional 

research of their potential for sustainable entrepreneurial business models. 

(Re-)conceptualizing digital technologies 

An additional way to further research lies in the question how digital technology is theorized. 

Our findings show that digitalization is not defined and primarily discussed through the 

technologies in question such as mobile apps, big data, platforms, or extended reality (e.g., 

Devereaux, 2021; Fish and Srinivasan, 2012; Ibáñez et al., 2021). These technologies are then 

often considered as tools for the entrepreneurs to be used in their ventures to achieve specific 

ends (George et al., 2021). Such perspectives, however, understate the generative and emergent 

character of digital technology (Nambisan, 2017; Nambisan et al., 2019). To meet these 

requirements, we build on the analyzed research and propose a sociomaterial perspective for 

digital sustainability and entrepreneurship (Pankaj & Seetharaman, 2021; Symon & Whiting, 

2019). The premises of sociomateriality allow future work to theorize digital technologies as a 

central business model actor with agency. This, in turn, would elevate research that seeks to 

investigate the constitutive role of technology for the creation of socioenvironmental value. 

Sociomateriality strives to move away from analyzing technology through its impacts on or 

interactions with human actors towards how technological and human actors are co-constituted 

in practice (Orlikowski & Scott, 2008). Thus, it focuses on the relations, intermingling, and 

inseparability of entrepreneurial and digital agencies in entrepreneurial processes (Nambisan, 

2017). Our review revealed, for instance, how meaning-making in social ventures is constantly 

permeated with negotiations of individuals and digital devices (Symon & Whiting, 2019). This 
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results in a reformulation of central notions of digital technologies including connectivity, 

which is identified to be essential for social and environmental value, e.g., developing 

stakeholder relationships and overcoming spatial proximity (e.g., Faludi, 2020; Parthiban et al., 

2020; Ross et al., 2012; Srivastava and Shainesh, 2015). The sociomaterial lens considers 

connectivity not as an inherent characteristic of technology but rather as an enactment carried 

out in a chain of human and digital agencies. How this connectivity is achieved through 

sustainable entrepreneurship and made durable over time remains a key question in this regard. 

Building on the idea of continuous co-constitution, future research can go beyond research on 

the adoption of technology that change pre-existing businesses towards the dynamic 

achievement of more novel business model configurations for socioenvironmental value.  

In a related aspect, the effects of digital technology are not linear or predictable based on the 

heterogenous inputs but can produce unprompted changes that provoke reactions (Orlikowski, 

2007; Suchman, 2007). Digital technologies are thus actors intervening in how businesses are 

constructed. In this vein, Pankaj and Seetharaman (Pankaj & Seetharaman, 2021) propose that 

sociomaterial relationships give rise to dynamic information system structures that materialize 

shared value and effects the business’ focus on multiple forms of value creation. However, how 

to deal, work, and engage with such dynamics and unprompted changes, especially in cases 

where the technology is not developed by the entrepreneurs such as many platform solutions 

and social media (e.g., Kao and Luarn, 2020; Laurell et al., 2019; Lee and Jung, 2018), is yet 

to be explored. To capture the emergent and dynamic conceptualization of digital technologies, 

we propose longitudinal research approaches.  

Limitations 

This work is not without its limitations. While our methodology follows current 

recommendations, it also entails shortcomings. For instance, introducing quality criteria in form 
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of ranked outlets potentially omits other sources such as book chapters or conferences 

proceedings that would have been of interest for the research stream. Linked to the choice to 

focus on a specific proxy of quality, we confined our research to one specific search engine that 

further narrows down the references that formed the basis for this review. From a conceptual 

point of view, we made the case that business models can serve as a promising point of 

departure for future work providing novel ways of integrating sustainability and digitalization. 

Nevertheless, we are aware that this is but one of many possibilities and future research is 

invited to explore other approaches that might support us to gain a deeper understanding of the 

emerging field at hand. We hope that this paper sparks additional research on the intersection 

of sustainability and digitalization in entrepreneurship as a way forward to jointly tackle the 

most profound challenges of our times. 
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