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Abstract

Purpose: This editorial introduces and contextualizes the
thematic framework underpinning the Special Issue on
innovation and entrepreneurial small firms in the tourism
sector. It examines how entrepreneurship, sustainability
transitions, digital transformation, youth engagement,
and circular models are reshaping tourism ecosystems,
with a specific focus on the role of small firms and periph-
eral territories.

Design/methodology/approach: The editorial summa-
rizes and discusses the five contributions included in the
Special Issue, highlighting their collective insights into
eco-entrepreneurship, sustainability communication, cir-
cular economy adoption, youth-driven development, and
the influence of founders’ educational backgrounds on in-
tellectual capital and business models.

Findings: The contributions show how innovation in
tourism SMEs is a relational and context-dependent phe-
nomenon emerging from the interplay of entrepreneurial
values, human capital, territorial identity, and institu-
tional frameworks.

Practical and social implications: The findings under-
score key levers for sustainable and inclusive tourism
growth, including improved governance, communication
capacity, territorial networking, youth empowerment,
and cross-disciplinary competencies.

Originality of the study: The editorial frames innovation
in small tourism firms as a multi-actor, ecosystem-based
and place-sensitive process.



Tourism is experiencing profound structural transformations driven
by rapid technological advancements (Hjalager, 2010; Gretzel et al., 2020),
evolving sustainability imperatives, demographic shifts, and increasingly
fragmented consumer expectations. Recent scholarships have highlighted
how artificial intelligence, data analytics, and digital ecosystems (Boes et
al., 2016; Ardito et al., 2019) are reshaping competitive structures and ena-
bling new forms of personalised and efficient service delivery. Parallel to
digital transformation, sustainability has become a strategic and ethical
imperative (Font & McCabe, 2017), influencing governance arrangements,
business models, and visitors’ choices. Moreover, crises such as COVID-19
(Sigala, 2020) have further exposed vulnerabilities in tourism systems, ac-
celerating the need for resilience, adaptability, and collaborative capacity.
These dynamics are not isolated but intersect in ways that challenge tradi-
tional tourism models and call for innovative responses from firms, institu-
tions, and territories.

Within this transforming landscape, small tourism firms occupy a cen-
tral yet complex position (Jones & Haven-Tang, 2005; Thomas et al., 2011).
Their embeddedness in local contexts allows them to act as custodians of
territorial identity and as agile innovators capable of anticipating or adapt-
ing to emerging trends. At the same time, their limited financial, organi-
zational, and managerial resources make them particularly vulnerable to
systemic shocks and institutional fragmentation. This tension, between po-
tential and constraint, defines much of the contemporary debate on tour-
ism SMEs.

The broader research agenda reflected in the current Special Issue re-
sponds to these challenges by examining the drivers and barriers of inno-
vation in tourism, especially considering the role of SMEs, from multiple
angles, including: the management of eco-entrepreneurship and sustain-
able practices in hospitality; the use of sustainability certifications and
related tourist perceptions; the main drivers and constraints of circular
economy adoption in tourism SMEs; youth engagement and entrepreneur-
ship in peripheral regions; the role of founders’ educational backgrounds
in shaping tourism business models and intellectual capital.

The first contribution, concerning eco-entrepreneurship and sustainable in-
novation in hospitality (by Simone Splendiani, Ginevra Testa, Luca Giraldi,
and Chiara Mencarelli), highlights how environmentally oriented entre-
preneurs operationalise sustainability through actions such as resource op-
timisation, local sourcing, waste reduction (Fuller et al., 2005; Martini et al.,
2017), and guest education. These practices are grounded in strong value-
driven motivations and a commitment to local heritage. Yet eco-entrepre-
neurs encounter systemic barriers, including regulatory complexity, high
investment costs, and limited market awareness, that limit the scalability
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of their initiatives. Although eco-entrepreneurship may represent a crucial
lever for accelerating sustainable transitions in tourism, the analysis un-
derscores the need for more coordinated governance frameworks capable
of aligning policy objectives with entrepreneurial efforts.

The second contribution deals with sustainability certifications and tourist
behaviour (by Luca Giraldi, Guido Capanna Pisce, and Luca Olivari) inves-
tigates a persistent inconsistency in sustainable tourism: although many
travellers express concern for environmental impacts, this rarely translates
into booking behaviour. The study shows that while sustainability aware-
ness is widespread, knowledge of certification schemes remains limited
(Font & McCabe, 2017). As a result, certifications often fail to influence
decision-making. The article emphasises the importance of transparent,
credible, and educational communication strategies that make sustainabil-
ity legible and meaningful to tourists. For SMEs, communication thus be-
comes a strategic capability essential for bridging the gap between supply
and demand.

The third contribution (by Alex Almici, Luisa Bosetti, Raffaella Cassano,
Tommaso Fornasari, and Francesca Gennari) offers a systematic review of
circular economy (CE) adoption in tourism firms. It identifies drivers and bar-
riers across governance, stakeholder relationships, and innovation. While
initiatives such as recycling, reuse, and resource reduction have gained
some traction, CE practices often remain fragmented and insufficiently
integrated into strategic planning. The findings indicate that systemic cir-
cular models require stronger leadership, cross-sector collaboration, and
continuous organisational learning. Given their flexibility and proximity
to local ecosystems, SMEs are well positioned to experiment with CE ap-
proaches, provided that enabling institutional conditions are in place.

The fourth contribution (by Elisabetta Savelli, Alessio Travasi, Giada,
Pierli, and Federica Murmura) explores the role of young people as emerging
agents of innovation in peripheral territories. Survey results show that youth
possess strong attachment to place (Yachin & Ioannides, 2020) and perceive
tourism as a promising sector for local revitalisation. However, structural
constraints - including inadequate infrastructure, limited cultural offer-
ings, and scarce networking opportunities - hinder their entrepreneurial
engagement. The study stresses the importance of policy interventions that
enhance mobility, enrich cultural life, strengthen territorial networks, and
cultivate youth capabilities. Empowering young residents is essential for
activating tourism-driven development pathways in marginal regions.

Finally, the fifth contribution (by Vincenzo Vignieri) examines how
founders’ educational backgrounds shape business models (Mariani & Wirtz,
2023) and intellectual capital in cultural and creative organisations. Creativ-
ity, relational networks, technological adaptability, and cross-disciplinary
competencies emerge as central components enabling firms to design com-
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pelling value propositions and sustain organisational resilience. The study
also highlights the role of higher education institutions in fostering entre-
preneurial ecosystems through knowledge transfer, partnerships, and aca-
demic spin-offs.

Taking together, these contributions reveal how innovation emerges not
solely from technological adoption but from the interaction among values,
identities, capabilities, and territorial ecosystems. Across their diversity, the
papers converge on a shared understanding of innovation as a relational,
contextual, and multi-scalar process. Innovation emerges from interactions
among entrepreneurs, communities, institutions, and visitors; it is shaped by
territorial identity, social capital, and governance arrangements. Human capi-
tal, particularly youth competencies and founders’ educational backgrounds,
functions as a strategic resource supporting adaptability and resilience.

This ecosystemic understanding of innovation suggests tourism firms, es-
pecially SMEs, the need to act along three interconnected strategic directions.

First, strengthening governance structures, managerial capabilities, and
organisational learning processes is essential to enable SMEs to cope with
the growing complexity of digital and sustainable innovation. Given their
limited resources, small tourism firms often struggle to internalise tech-
nological change and sustainability requirements (Pencarelli et al., 2019)
Enhancing governance capacity may allow SMEs to better integrate digital
tools, sustainability standards, and innovation practices into coherent busi-
ness strategies, rather than adopting them in a fragmented or reactive man-
ner. Organisational learning, in this sense, becomes a critical mechanism
through which firms can absorb external knowledge, adapt to regulatory
and market pressures, and build long-term resilience.

Second, empowering youth and local communities emerges as a pivotal
lever for fostering inclusive, place-based development. SMEs are deeply
embedded in their territories and can act as gateways for mobilising lo-
cal human capital, cultural resources, and social networks. By engaging
young people not only as employees but also as co-creators, entrepreneurs,
and community actors, small tourism firms can contribute to reversing de-
mographic decline, stimulating local innovation, and reinforcing territo-
rial identity. Community empowerment further enhances legitimacy, trust,
and collective commitment, all of which are crucial for sustaining tourism
development in peripheral and marginal areas.

Third, cultivating cross-disciplinary competencies, creativity, and tech-
nological adaptability is increasingly vital for sustaining resilient business
models. Innovation in tourism SMEs rarely stems from specialised techno-
logical expertise alone; rather, it emerges from the combination of creative
capabilities, relational skills, digital literacy, and contextual knowledge.
Cross-disciplinary competencies enable small firms to design distinctive
value propositions, combine cultural and technological resources, and re-
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spond flexibly to changing visitor expectations (Del Chiappa & Fotiadis,
2019). In this perspective, adaptability becomes less a function of scale and
more a function of cognitive and organisational openness.

Taken together, these dynamics suggest that small tourism firms should
be understood not merely as economic units, but as ecosystem builders ca-
pable of contributing to cultural vitality, social cohesion, and environmen-
tal stewardship within their territories. Their capacity to innovate, collabo-
rate, and leverage territorial identity positions them as key intermediaries
between local communities, institutions, and markets. As such, SMEs play
a decisive role in shaping the future trajectories of tourism, particularly
in contexts where development depends on balancing economic viability
with social and cultural sustainability.

Within this framework of complex and multi-dimensional innovation,
sustainability emerges as a central and unifying theme. Sustainable trans-
formation is not reducible to the adoption of environmentally friendly
practices; rather, it depends on integrated governance arrangements, inter-
organisational collaboration, and the capacity to mobilise shared visions
across heterogeneous stakeholders. For tourism SMEs, sustainability rep-
resents both a strategic orientation and a collective endeavour, requiring
alignment between entrepreneurial values, institutional frameworks, and
territorial aspirations. Only through coordinated action and collaborative
governance can sustainability move from an individual commitment to a
systemic transition.

Finally, this Special Issue opens several promising avenues for future
research. Further studies are needed to deepen understanding of how tour-
ism SMEs build and sustain innovation capabilities over time, particularly
under conditions of uncertainty and resource scarcity. Comparative and
longitudinal research could shed light on the evolution of entrepreneurial
ecosystems and the role of governance in enabling or constraining innova-
tion. Moreover, greater attention might be paid to micro-level processes,
such as learning, identity construction, and value formation, underpinning
sustainable and digital transformation in small firms. By embracing meth-
odological plurality and cross-disciplinary perspectives, future research
can continue to advance a more context-sensitive understanding of inno-
vation in tourism entrepreneurship.
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Abstract

Purpose. This study investigates eco-entrepreneurship within
Italy’s hospitality sector, examining the motivations, practices,
impacts, and challenges eco-entrepreneurs experience. It aims
to enrich the discourse on sustainable tourism and ecological
entrepreneurship in Italy.

Design/methodologhi//apf;rouch. The research employs a multi-
ple-case study methodology to focus on six small-scale enter-
prises in the Italian hospitality industry. Data collection com-
prised semi-structured interviews with key informants, supple-
mented by secondary data analysis. The interviews were coded
and analysed using NVivo 14 to extract meaningful insights.
Findings. The research reveals that personal commitment, en-
vironmental responsibility, and local heritage preservation are
key drivers for eco-entrepreneurs. Key sustainable practices
include resource conservation, waste management, and pro-
moting local products. Transitioning to sustainable operations
has been found to enhance reputation and customer trust, al-
though the economic benefits of these initiatives remain un-
clear. The primary challenges identified are high investment
costs, complex regulatory landscapes, and the need for targeted
marketing to sensitise consumers towards sustainable options.
Practical and Social Implications. The findings highlight po-
tential policy interventions to simplify the certification process
and provide economic incentives for eco-friendly practices.
Eco-entrepreneurs effectivel;/ demonstrate how sustainability
in hospitality can engage local communities and influence
consumer behaviour towards eco-conscious travel, thereby
driving broader societal shifts towards sustainability.
Oréginality of the study. This research contributes to the lim-
ited empirical literature on eco-entrepreneurship within Italy’s
largely small-scale hospitality sector. It underscores the sec-
tor’s potential to serve as a model for sustainable tourism prac-
tices, (yfering insights that could be applied to other regions
and industries.
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1. Introduction

Tourism is a cornerstone of economic development worldwide, but its
rapid expansion has raised significant concerns about environmental deg-
radation and resource consumption. As global awareness of sustainability
grows, pressure on the tourism sector, and particularly on the hospitality
industry, has increased to mitigate environmental impact while supporting
local communities (Thompson et al., 2017; Gast et al., 2017).

In this context, eco-entrepreneurship has emerged as a vital catalyst for
change. Eco-entrepreneurs distinguish themselves by integrating environ-
mental responsibility and social values into their business models, thereby
promoting innovative solutions aimed at balancing profitability with eco-
logical stewardship (Anci & Haznedar, 2017). By championing sustainable
practices, these entrepreneurs not only transform their operations but can
also influence broader shifts towards sustainability across the tourism sector.

Although research on sustainable tourism and the rise of entrepreneur-
ship has proliferated in recent years (Purnomo et al., 2020; Aquino et al.,
2018), most studies remain focused at the international or theoretical level.
Therefore, there is a notable gap in empirical research examining how eco-
entrepreneurial practices materialise in specific national contexts, particu-
larly in countries where tourism is both economically significant and cul-
turally distinctive.

Based on these considerations, Italy represents a unique context for an
investigation of this type. As one of the world’s leading tourist destina-
tions, Italy is renowned for its rich cultural heritage and environmental
assets. Furthermore, the Italian hospitality sector is characterised by a high
prevalence of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which, due to
their size and flexibility, are often well-positioned to implement innovative
and sustainable business practices (Lordkipanidze et al., 2005). However,
these businesses also face distinct challenges, including regulatory com-
plexities, high investment costs, and limited consumer awareness relating
to sustainability.

Against this background, the present study investigates how eco-en-
trepreneurs are reshaping Italy’s tourism sector, with a particular empha-
sis on small-scale enterprises within the hospitality industry. Adopting a
multiple-case study approach, the research seeks to address the following
questions:

(RQ1) What are the defining characteristics and motivations of eco-en-
trepreneurs in the Italian hospitality sector?

(RQ2) What obstacles and opportunities do they encounter, both gener-
ally and in the Italian context?

To answer the two research questions, the study addresses four key areas:

e Entrepreneurial profile: identify characteristics and motivations of
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these eco-entrepreneurs;

e Sustainable practices: examine the specific sustainable practices
they implement;

e Outcome and impact: assess the results and impacts of these initia-
tives on their business;

e Challenges and opportunities: explore the primary obstacles and
opportunities they encounter, both generally and within the Italian
context.

By focusing on Italy as an empirical field, this study aims to enrich the
literature on sustainable tourism and eco-entrepreneurship, providing new
evidence and practical insights. The findings offer implications for policy-
makers, practitioners, and researchers seeking to support the growth of
sustainable business models in tourism-dependent regions. The remainder
of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews relevant literature,
Section 3 outlines the methodology, Section 4 presents empirical findings,
Section 5 discusses key implications, and Section 6 concludes with recom-
mendations for future research.

2. Literature review

2.1 Eco-Entrepreneurship in Tourism: Concepts, Characteristics, and Context

Eco-entrepreneurship, frequently termed “ecopreneurship,” refers to
entrepreneurial activities that integrate economic objectives with environ-
mental and social considerations (Kummitha, 2021; Mananda & Sudiarta,
2024). Within tourism studies, the relevance of eco-entrepreneurship has
grown significantly, responding to the mounting imperative for environ-
mental sustainability and the transformation of the tourism economy. Eco-
entrepreneurs distinguish themselves by prioritising both environmental
stewardship and economic outcomes, differentiating them from traditional
entrepreneurs who often pursue profit as the primary goal (Mananda &
Sudiarta, 2024).

Central to contemporary definitions is the notion that eco-entrepreneurs
seek to innovate in products, services, and business models to reduce envi-
ronmental impact and foster local economic development (Gast et al., 2017;
Rahmawati et al., 2023). Their motivations extend beyond commercial op-
portunity, encompassing personal values, ethical commitments, and re-
sponses to societal demands for more sustainable tourism products (Cohen
& Winn, 2007; Kummitha, 2020). Several studies highlight that the intent
to address environmental concerns, such as climate change, biodiversity
loss, and local resource depletion, acts as a powerful drive for both the
creation and operation of eco-entrepreneurial ventures (Schaltegger, 2002;
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Mananda & Sudiarta, 2024).

Effective eco-entrepreneurship in tourism can be evaluated using sev-
eral frameworks. For example, Ekamati (2017) identifies four core criteria:
environmental awareness, marketing aptitude for eco-friendly products,
responsiveness to local demand for sustainable goods, and the pursuit of
profitability grounded in ecological values. These dimensions illustrate
how eco-entrepreneurs embed stewardship principles into market-driven
activities, ultimately contributing to both environmental and economic ob-
jectives (Thompson et al., 2017).

Further conceptual nuance is provided by Kainrath (2009), who delin-
eates three foundational elements: eco-innovation, eco-commitment, and
eco-opportunity. Eco-innovation encompasses the development of prod-
ucts, services, and technologies that address specific ecological problems
(Gast et al., 2017; Rahmawati et al., 2023). Eco-commitment refers to em-
bedding sustainability within core business operations, policies, and strat-
egies (Schaltegger, 2002). Eco-opportunity, meanwhile, concerns the ability
to recognise and capitalise on ecological trends, accessing niche markets
for environmentally responsible offerings (Schaltegger, 2002).

Therefore, in the tourism context, a successful eco-entrepreneurship ap-
proach is multifaceted (Thompson et al., 2017) and includes key compo-
nents such as:

e Stakeholder Engagement: Integrating local communities, policymak-
ers, and businesses to ensure initiatives are contextually grounded and
enjoy broad support (Thompson et al., 2017).

¢ Economic Viability: Ensuring sustainable operations are also financial-
ly robust, thereby fostering long-term adoption and the scaling of green
practices (Gast et al., 2017).

e Environmental Education: Enhancing ecological literacy among staff,
tourists, and host communities, which can improve decision-making
around resource use and conservation (Thompson et al., 2017).

¢ Overtourism Management: Implementing strategies to control visitor
flow and safeguard environmental and cultural resources (Thompson
etal., 2017).

Moreover, Mananda and Sudiarta (2024) synthesises emerging best prac-
tices, emphasising the importance of green product development, techno-
logical innovation, sustainable resource management, community involve-
ment, metrics for environmental performance, and strategic partnerships.

From an organisational perspective, Schaltegger (2002) stresses the ne-
cessity for broad-based managerial competencies, including integrating
sustainability into corporate strategies, developing eco-friendly services,
and embedding environmental considerations across all organisational
levels. These skills, aligned with ongoing performance assessment, help
ensure that eco-entrepreneurial activities are both impactful and adaptable

19



(Thompson et al., 2017).

The contextual environment, particularly the attitudes of resident and
host communities, plays a significant role in facilitating or constraining eco-
entrepreneurial ventures. Community support and sensitivity to environ-
mental requirements are frequently cited as prerequisites for successful im-
plementation of sustainable initiatives in tourism (Anci & Haznedar, 2017).

Thus, eco-entrepreneurship in tourism is characterised by:

e The integration of environmental and economic goals;

e A commitment to innovation and sustainability in both process and
product;

* Proactive stakeholder and community engagement;

e And the use of managerial practices that operationalise ecological val-
ues.

By adhering to these principles, tourism eco-entrepreneurs are better
positioned to foster resilient, sustainable destinations that balance profit-
ability with environmental and social well-being (Gast et al., 2017; Rah-
mawati et al., 2023; Thompson et al., 2017).

The relationship between eco-innovation, eco-commitment, and contex-
tual factors is illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Concentual diaoram
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Source: Author’s elaboration.
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2.2 Barriers, Obstacles, and Challenges to Ecopreneurship

Entrepreneurs who integrate ecological and social values into their
business activities face various barriers and obstacles that can hinder the
creation and growth of successful eco-sustainable ventures. According to
Linnanen (2002), one main challenge facing eco-entrepreneurs is spreading
environmental awareness among consumers, a necessary step in shifting
consumption patterns in favour of environmentally sustainable products
and services. However, this cultural and behavioural shift depends on the
consumers’ knowledge and willingness to purchase goods that may have
higher upfront costs but offer longer-term environmental benefits (Gast et
al., 2017; Pastakia, 2002).

In addition to environmental awareness, another critical barrier Lin-
nanen (2002) highlighted is the difficulty of attracting funding. Eco-start-
ups typically require substantial upfront investments in technology, inno-
vation, and research and development (R&D), but often have slower or
lower returns in the short term (Gibbs, 2006; Lordkipanidze et al., 2005).
Investors seeking immediate gains may be reluctant to provide capital
when payoffs depend on consumer education, emerging technologies, or
policy changes (Mananda & Sudiarta, 2024). As a result, eco-entrepreneurs
may struggle with high-risk perceptions and a lack of specialised funding
mechanisms willing to accept elongated timelines for environmental prod-
ucts and services.

Lordkipanidze et al. (2005) propose a deeper taxonomy of barriers
grouped according to their nature:

e Economic and Social Barriers. These include a general lack of start-up
funding sources, high tax rates, administrative red tape, and negative so-
cietal attitudes toward entrepreneurship, especially in rural or conserva-
tive communities. These challenges are amplified when communities are
unaccustomed to innovation or harbour scepticism about “green” busi-
ness practices.

¢ Learning-Process Barriers. Eco-entrepreneurs frequently encounter low
levels of expertise among local populations, stakeholder resistance to
change (stemming from community conservatism), and limited insti-
tutional understanding of the potential benefits of sustainability initia-
tives such as ecotourism (Lordkipanidze et al., 2005). Without external
support structures or comprehensive training programs, these firms
may struggle to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to compete
and scale effectively (Baxter, 2004).

e Market Barriers. Lack of communication channels and promotional ef-
forts preclude eco-enterprises from informing customers about their of-
ferings. Marketing sustainable goods often requires more consumer ed-
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ucation, which results in additional costs not incurred by conventional

businesses (Pastakia, 2002). Eco-entrepreneurs must also demonstrate

tangible environmental value in a market driven by price, convenience,
and habitual purchasing patterns (Gibbs, 2006).

Additional concerns involve whether a company typically partakes in
scientific and environmental R&D that addresses its core operations (Gast
et al., 2017). In that case, the organisation might include its environmental
goals and their economic implications in public communication, such as
financial reports or marketing campaigns. An ecopreneur’s transparency
capacity influences consumer trust and stakeholder engagement (Schalteg-
ger, 2002). Moreover, the ultimate “market effect” of eco-innovation war-
rants careful examination: it is helpful to analyse how a firm’s innovation
captures market share compared to its industry average and whether com-
petitors replicate its green innovations (Schaltegger, 2002).

Focusing on startup experiences, Schick et al. (2002) note several inter-
nal and external impediments to sustainable business pursuits: lack of ac-
cessible information on eco-friendly business processes, limited ecological
knowledge among management advisors, low awareness of green market
potential among entrepreneurs, and scarce public funds or incentives for
sustainable enterprise development. Baxter (2004) finds that within organi-
sational settings, further challenges arise from inadequate motivation or
capacity building for Environmental Management Systems (EMSs). Busi-
nesses may perceive EMS adoption as burdensome, citing insufficient su-
pervision, mentoring, or training on environmental best practices.

Beyond these organisational hurdles, Schaltegger (2002) maintains that
an eco-entrepreneur’s ultimate challenge is structural: achieving economic
success while transforming consumption patterns and market structures
to yield an absolute decrease in environmental impact. Ecopreneurs do so
by relentlessly searching for, refining, and commercialising business ideas
intended to alleviate ecological degradation. Success depends on linking
environmental solutions to verifiable market opportunities, effectively
communicating their green value propositions, and demonstrating profit-
ability even in the face of long payback periods (Gibbs, 2006). Networked
partnerships, with local communities, government agencies, or established
industry peers, can facilitate knowledge exchange, logistic synergies, and
risk-sharing, expanding the eco-entrepreneurs’ potential for lasting impact
(Mananda & Sudiarta, 2024).

In conclusion, barriers to ecopreneurship intersect finance, consumer
perceptions, community readiness, institutional frameworks, and overall
market inertia. However, as this literature underscores, overcoming these
hurdles can lead eco-entrepreneurs to reshape current production and
consumption systems to pursue a more sustainable and socially equitable
economic landscape. Eco-entrepreneurship is both a catalyst for creative
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disruption and an illustration of the possible synergy between ecological
responsibility and commercial viability.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research aims

To meet the exploratory objective of the research, the study adopts a
methodology based on multiple case studies. Multiple case studies are an
appropriate research method for thoroughly understanding a phenome-
non and are a widely adopted methodology in the tourism literature (Ca-
kar & Aykol, 2021; Tasci et al., 2020)

Despite the growing academic debate on the topic, an in-depth qualita-
tive analysis is still lacking. Therefore, we pursued the multiple case meth-
odology precisely to build solid empirical evidence and compare what
is being achieved by different cases with each other, contributing holisti-
cally to theoretical development (Dooley, 2002). The case study method is
particularly well-suited to complex topics such as innovative strategies,
sustainability best practices, and complex tourism offerings with multiple
stakeholders involved. All of which fully fit the definition of eco-entrepre-
neurs adopted in the manuscript (Tasci et al., 2020).

3.2 Case Study Selection

Combining inclusion and exclusion criteria led to the selection of the
most suitable cases for the analysis: 1) through the use of the OTA Booking
platform, structures recognised for their focus on sustainability were cho-
sen, and 2) hotel chains were excluded precisely to prefer only companies
with an entrepreneurial figure.

Starting in 2024, accommodations to meet the Booking platform’s sus-
tainability criteria must have earned a sustainability certificate from one of
the certifying bodies listed on the platform (booking.com). Many sustain-
ability certifications come from accredited bodies, e.g., Green Key!, Green
Pearls?, GSTC?, and EU Ecolabel*.

Across Italy, Booking recognition for sustainability was achieved by 32

Thttps:/ / greenkeyglobal.com/eco-rating /

2https:/ / www.greenpearls.com/

Shttps:/ / www.gstcouncil.org/ gstc-criteria/ gstc-industry-criteria /

*https:/ /environment.ec.europa.eu/ publications/ tourist-accommodation-user-manual_en
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structures that we contacted via e-mail to agree on availability to conduct
the interviews. A total of six accommodations were interviewed, which
were founded by their entrepreneur from 1995 to the most recent 2021.
Table 1 provides an overview of the profiles of the six interviewed struc-
tures and the six key informants, i.e., entrepreneurs. Table 1 shows that the
structures are located in five regions in north-central Italy and that most of
the facilities have achieved GSTC certification, criteria aimed at fostering a
common understanding of sustainable tourism (GSTC, 2025).

Table 1. Company and Entrepreneur profile.

Company Company A | Company B | Company C | Company D | Company E | Company F
Category Agritourism | 3-star Hotel | 3-star Hotel |3-star Hotel | Guesthouse |3-star hotel
Year of 2021 1995 2009 2012 2016 2003
foundation

Room 50 37 23 12 6 21
Environmental| oorc criterial GSTC criterial GSTC criterial Green Pearls | EU Ecolabel | Sreen Key
certificate (FFE)
Eg;reprene“r ®125>40 55570 40555 40>55 55570 40555
Entrepreneur M F F F F F

gender

Source: Author’s elaboration.

An earlier step, compared to the conduct of the 6 interviews, involved
a focus group with 7 experts in the field, which enabled us to understand
better the dynamics and peculiarities of the subject matter covered, allow-
ing us to draft and formulate the questions included in the interview pro-
tocol, not only based on the relevant literature but also on the empirical
evidence that emerged from this opportunity for discussion with experts
in the field.

Therefore, the study proceeded with six semi-structured interviews
with open-ended questions conducted with the key informants of each
company selected, i.e., the entrepreneurial figure, to discuss in depth their
vision and motivation.

The interviews were conducted using the Microsoft Teams platform, re-
corded, and transcribed with the consent of the interviewees. They lasted,
on average, about 40 minutes and were conducted between December 2024
and February 2025.

3.3 Data collection and data analysis

The interview protocol included a series of open-ended questions de-
signed to bring out valuable insights and explore the following themes
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(Table Al in Appendix):

1) Motivation and entrepreneurial vision;

2) Adoption of sustainable practices;

3) Impact and results from such initiatives;

4) Challenges and opportunities for eco-entrepreneurs.

These primary data were supplemented by secondary data from col-
lecting material published by the structures on their respective websites,
directly on the Booking platform, or other communication channels. This
data was used to assess specific aspects of the structure, such as the foun-
dation year and the certifications achieved, to learn about companies’ com-
mitment to the issue in advance.

The interviews were coded using NVivo 14 software through content
analysis, a methodology that allows large volumes of extended textual
data to be coded reproducibly and systematically (Krippendorff, 2018).
Coding was carried out using an inductive, manual approach, and all au-
thors were operationally involved, confronting each other only in case of
disagreement. The codebook used for coding interviews is presented in
Table A2 in the Appendix.

4. Findings

The interviews’ coding revealed several essential themes, including eco-
entrepreneurs’ commitment to the environment and the community in which
they work. Many initiatives are taken to preserve natural resources that are
relevant and scarce in certain territories, such as water and energy. Figure 2
highlights the words most discussed by the 6 key informants interviewed.

Figure 2. Word Cloud
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For example, water saving is a particularly key issue for all 6 key in-
formants, who have moved, for example, to use water purifiers precisely
to “turn waste into a resource” (Company A). Concerning plastic, the eco-en-
trepreneurs are actively engaged in reducing all single-use packaging and
other items typically made of plastic, favouring the use of materials such
as glass and wood wherever possible. “We have replaced all the glass things,
even the hangers in the rooms are made of wood” (Company C).

Figure 3 provides an overview of the most frequently discussed and
coded topics in the interviews, according to the codebook created with
NVivo 14. This figure highlights the relevance and number of topics dis-
cussed in the interview, in particular the multiple environmental and social
practices implemented by eco-entrepreneurs and the expected results, the
opportunities and challenges arising from these initiatives, and the moti-
vations that drove these entrepreneurs to go down this path.

Figure 3. Hierarchy Chart
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4.1. Eco-entrepreneurs’ motivations

Table 2 shows that the primary motivations for an entrepreneur to be an
eco-entrepreneur derive mainly from personal commitment, particularly
from one’s sensibility, the lifestyle one leads, and the upbringing transmit-
ted by one’s family regarding values. In addition to this personal commit-
ment, there is also the desire to contribute to conserving the resources and
heritage of one’s land, preserving traditions and authenticity. As argued
by Company A, “For me, sustainability is not just environmental sustainability,
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but sustainability as an entrepreneur and as a human being as an inhabitant of
the land” .

Company D, “Saving on water, also highlights attention to the territory,
which, as we know, is a big problem, especially in our region. This is very impor-
tant because our region is, unfortunately, one of the regions that has dealt with
drought a lot in recent years. So let’s say that my dad wanted, for economic and
ecological reasons, to try to limit it as much as possible. It's the least that should be
done, especially considering that in our region, all the structures are old; therefore,
it’s not easy to find structures with a low environmental impact”.

Table 2 shows that the motivation for eco-entrepreneurship does not
stem from a drive from the market. It requires no special attention from the
entrepreneur and is only weakly driven by purely economic reasons.

Table 2. Motivation and eco-entrepreneur vision

Economic | Market Personal
reasons | demand | commitment

Family
imprint

Territory Cultural Traditions

Lifestyle conservation QUlieniiclty heritage | preservation

11,63% 9,3% 2,33% 1,16% 5,81%

0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Company C
1,55% 0% 13,18% 0% 0% 0%

Company D
0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Company E

0% 0% 1,69% 0%
Company F

Source: Author’s elaboration.

4.2. Eco-entrepreneurs’ environmental and social causes

Table 3 shows how eco-entrepreneurs are committed to adopting en-
vironmentally oriented practices and are particularly attentive to their
impact on the local community at the social level. To achieve this, for ex-
ample, they use organic products - 0 km products - precisely to convey
to the public and emphasise home production and self-production, e.g. of
wine, oil, meat and more, as evidenced by “We here at our place, in addition
to giving tourist services, we are also organic producers of oil, wine, meat, milk,
vegetables, etc. etc.” (Company A). In addition to producing such resources,
they prefer products from local suppliers in the area when it is impossible.

Key informants are committed to conserving resources such as water
(using collectors and purifiers), energy (using renewable energy sources,
LED lighting, and electric car charging stations), and performing recycling
collection. “The fact that we have garbage with recycling collection in the rooms
means that we are teaching the people who work in the hotel what it means to dif-
ferentiate and not waste everything” (Company D).

In addition, Company A and F are also mainly active in encouraging
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sustainable mobility of both their employees and their guests, encouraging
them to walk or bike to work or take public transportation “I have employees
who come when it’s not raining to work on foot or by bike, but not because I force
them” (Company A) and stimulating experiences such as walking or bik-
ing “There is a bike path that crosses the town that comes from Austria”
(Company C).

From the point of view of commitment to social issues, eco-entrepreneurs
are all engaged in the community where they reside, particularly by favour-
ing products from local suppliers or supporting local societies (schools, uni-
versities, and sports centres) to promote the welfare of the community in
which they live and in which their economic activity is located.

Table 3. Environmental and social practices

ENVIRONMENT SOCIAL
Biological o Circular P’°’“.°""9 Reduce | Resource . Community | Facilitate local Staff
Certifications sustainable o . Accessibility . - L
products economy mobility emissions | protection commitment suppliers training
Company A 597% 0,75% 672% [1208% | 0% 0% [ 208% | 89%6% 7.46%
Company B 0% 10,5% 0% 0% 0% 0,42% 8,4% 5,04% 0%
c 2,86% 0% 0,95% 0,95% 0% 13,33% 0% 0%
D 0% 0% 0% 0% 14,87% 6,33% 0%
E 11,49% 14,94% 0% 0% 0% 0% 14,94% 0% 0%
F 0,66% 0,44% 8,75% 13,57% 0%

Source: Author’s elaboration.

4.3. Eco-entrepreneurs’ results

From the point of view of the main results, Table 4 shows that the main
objective is related to the engagement of consumers and employees in ad-
vancing the eco-entrepreneur’s mission. The communication conveyed
on social media and other platforms about the practices and commitment
adopted by the facilities leads to increased engagement but also to increased
credibility and company reputation as the product offered is perceived as
one of value, quality, unique, and original as claimed by Company A “our
sustainability, sustainable engagement, and an increase in value of the product we
offer and the services we provide”.

Table 4. Results from sustainable and social initiatives
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AWARNESS ECONOMIC

Attracting
more Consumer e, Life-long | Product q Staff q

sensitive | Education Credibility | Engagement e || e Reputation i Trust | Revenues | Savings

consumers
Company A 9,69% 2,64% 3,52% 5,73% 3,96% 0% 2,64% 0%
Company B 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Company C 0% 0% 7,61% 3,26% 0% 0%
Company D 0% 9,68% 0% 4,52% 0% 7.1%
Company E 0% 15,66% 0% 7,23% 13,25% 0% 0% 0%
Company F 0% 9,69% 5,94% 0% 5,63% 8,13% | 1,56% 0% 0%

Source: Author’s elaboration.

Thus, transparent communication enhances the value of the product of-
fered by increasing the trust of the parties involved. Transparent commu-
nication can attract an increasingly sensitive audience to the issue, getting
them more involved. External and internal communication of the sustain-
able and social practices implemented by companies allows both the pub-
lic and staff to be educated, enabling them to achieve greater involvement
and motivation toward the pursuit of the common goal. On the other hand,
economic aspects, savings, and revenue are considered less related and dif-
ficult to evaluate for the initiatives undertaken by companies.

4.4. Eco-entrepreneurs’ opportunities and challenges

Table 5 highlights some significant opportunities, such as developing
collaborations with other facilities to find guidance and comparison on
the initiatives the company advocates: “Environmental education, waste and
emission management, collaboration and partnerships with supply chains and
other parties, measurement of environmental performance and sustainability”
(Company A). For example, Company B: “I use the collaboration of experi-
enced people, people who are dedicated solely and exclusively to the knowledge of
all the legislation and everything there is to do for sustainability”.

Technology is also a key opportunity in that it enables more excellent
monitoring of consumption data, resulting from the use of, for example,
home automation technology, which allows greater control, attracting con-
sumers who are increasingly attentive and sensitive to the issue “introduce
a concept of data monitoring that even especially in our industry, there is little
data collection, there is not this sharing of data even at the public level that the
hotelier is never returned” (Company F).

Table 5. Eco-entrepreneurs’ opportunities
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OPPORTUNITIES
Structures Monitor Improve with the Attract
collaboration e consumptions | use of technology S consumers
Company A 0% 0% 0% 13,24% 0%
Company B 10,87% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Company D 0,54% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Company E 0% 0% 1,05% 0% 0% 0%

Source: Author’s elaboration.

However, multiple obstacles eco-entrepreneurs face along their way,
shown in Table 6, aspects related to the increased time needed to be spent to
achieve certifications, structural limitations that make it more challenging to
transform old structures into sustainable ones, the problematic assessment
of economic return in addition to the need to overcome high investments,
complex bureaucracy, and regulations that are not well unified as claimed
by Company B “In short, it is a path that asks for your time and commitment and
sometimes you say but who makes me do it? Several times, I have been asked if there
is feedback, that is, if the client notices that you are greener than someone else, no
client has ever asked me to be greener, let alone complimented me.”

Table 6. Eco-entrepreneurs’ challenges

CHALLENGES

Time Structural — 9 . | " o Engatlgfefmegt of Difﬂcultives ir; the .
e raent] i i egulation earning | Investments | Gro» c:nasu;ners ecog\c::lljt;trieo:rns ureaucracy
0% 0% 2,94% 0% 0% 0%
0% 4,35% 11,96% 4,35% 0% 0% 0% 0%
0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 6,82%
6,49% 1,08% 0% 0% 0% 10,81%

8,42% 0% 0% 0%
0% 0% 0% 12,5% 0%

Source: Author’s elaboration.

Therefore, considerable efforts are still required regarding the learning
involvement and education of both staff and the public.

5. Discussions
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Empirical findings underscore how personal commitment, environmen-
tal responsibility, and local heritage conservation drive eco-entrepreneurs
in Italy’s hospitality sector. This aligns with the literature, where Kummi-
tha (2020) and Anci and Haznedar (2017) suggest that eco-entrepreneurs
are motivated by a blend of ecological aspirations and community well-
being. Schaltegger (2002) similarly notes that personal motivations signifi-
cantly shape entrepreneurial objectives.

Isaak (2002) argued that eco-entrepreneurship is an existential endeav-
our in which ideals of sustainability give meaning to entrepreneurial ac-
tivities. Company D echoed this sentiment, emphasising the importance of
addressing local environmental challenges like drought. The lack of mar-
ket-driven demand for sustainable practices and the minimal influence of
direct economic incentives corroborate Linnanen’s (2002) findings, posit-
ing that eco-entrepreneurs are more driven by environmental stewardship
than financial and economic gain from such initiatives.

Eco-entrepreneurs adopt many sustainable practices, predominantly
in resource conservation, waste management, and promoting local prod-
ucts. These efforts are consistent with the framework proposed by Ekawati
(2017), which highlights environmental awareness and responsiveness to
community demands as critical indicators of eco-entrepreneurship.

Eco-innovation, such as using renewable energy and converting organic
waste, illustrates the implementation of Kainrath’s (2009) elements of eco-
innovation and eco-commitment. These may include practices reported by
interviewees, such as encouraging sustainable mobility and the use of or-
ganic products, which resonate with Schaltegger (2002) and Lordkipanidze
et al. (2005), who emphasise precisely the promotion of innovative solu-
tions and ethical commitment in eco-entrepreneurial ventures.

Collaborative engagement with local communities and stakeholders, as
described by Thompson et al. (2017), is evident in the approach of eco-
entrepreneurs who prioritise local supply chains and community welfare
while also supporting local associations related to education, sports and
the well-being of the community in which they operate This demonstrates
the deep embeddedness of eco-entrepreneurial activities in their social and
geographical contexts, reinforcing Pastakia’s (1998) assertion on the impor-
tance of territorial and community support.

Key outcomes of sustainable initiatives include enhanced reputation
and increased consumer and employee engagement. As Schaltegger (2002)
and Mananda & Sudiarta (2024) indicate, transparent and clear commu-
nication of sustainable practices helps strengthen credibility and trust, el-
evating the perceived value and quality of eco-tourism services.

However, the economic benefits remain ambiguous and challenging to
quantify, reflecting Linnanen’s (2002) observation on the non-financial suc-
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cess metrics prevalent among eco-entrepreneurs. Aquino et al. (2018) noted
that educational impact on consumers and staff, fostering greater sensitivity
to environmental issues, can lead to socio-cultural benefits in the long term.

Regarding the first research question, the empirical analysis confirms that
all six respondents can be qualified as eco-entrepreneurs, albeit with some
specific characteristics. First of all, these are companies that Isaak (2002)
would define as “green companies”, as they have become sustainable dur-
ing their activity and not from their birth. Furthermore, following Walley
and Taylor’s (2002) typological classification, we could define the analysed
cases as similar to the so-called “ethical mavericks”, influenced by personal
experience, family, or friendship networks. Finally, they are all driven by
challenging environmental projects (Schaltegger, 2002) related to certifica-
tion. Indeed, all respondents demonstrate their personal and environmen-
tal commitments, innovative practices, and alignment with community and
ecological values, as Kummitha (2020) and Schaltegger (2002) theorised.

Addressing the second research question, the main challenges identi-
fied include high initial investment costs, regulatory complexity, difficulty
quantifying economic returns, and the need to educate consumers (due to
a lack of awareness). These obstacles confirm the broader barriers to eco-
entrepreneurship discussed in the literature (Linnanen, 2002; Lordkipan-
idze et al., 2005; Gast et al., 2017). For instance, intricate regulatory require-
ments and fragmented sustainability certifications complicate the path for
eco-entrepreneurs, corroborating Mananda and Sudiarta’s (2024) findings
on the obstacle posed by an incohesive policy landscape where coordina-
tion is complex. Structural limitations of older buildings also make it ardu-
ous to retrofit sustainable practices, which also resonates with Schick et
al.’s (2002) observations on the internal and external barriers to sustainable
business practices.

Thus, exploring eco-entrepreneurship within Italy’s hospitality sector
highlights the intersection between theoretical insights and empirical reali-
ties. The motivations, practices, and impacts observed among eco-entre-
preneurs corroborate and extend the existing literature. At the same time,
the challenges underscore the need for supportive policy measures, en-
hanced consumer education, and cohesive sustainability frameworks. The
findings contribute valuable empirical evidence to the sustainable tourism
discourse and underscore the pivotal role of eco-entrepreneurs in driving
ecological and socio-economic resilience in the tourism sector.

6. Conclusions

32



This study aimed to contribute to the expanding body of research focus-
ing on supply-side sustainable tourism by exploring eco-entrepreneurship
within the Italian hospitality sector.

Several research objectives were pursued, such as delineating the char-
acteristics and motivations of eco-entrepreneurs in the Italian hospitality
sector, examining the sustainable practices they have adopted, evaluating
their achievements, and identifying the challenges and opportunities they
have encountered. Through this exploration, the research provides valu-
able insights into how eco-entrepreneurial initiatives can advance broader
sustainable tourism goals.

The entrepreneurs interviewed are eco-entrepreneurs, primarily driven
by ethical and personal motivations. They integrate their personal beliefs
into economic activities, even when short-term business benefits are not
immediately apparent. These businesses are predominantly family-owned,
small, or micro-enterprises, reflecting the prevalent structure within the
Italian hospitality sector. This corporate feature facilitates the manifestation
of eco-entrepreneur characteristics, which are less likely to be observed in
more managerially structured hospitality businesses.

Environmental certifications play a pivotal role. They serve as a funda-
mental guide for entrepreneurs’ orientation towards sustainability, even
though obtaining them is often particularly complex and expensive, as
well as still too little recognised by the public.

The identified limitations and barriers align with those previously doc-
umented by other researchers but appear even more pronounced within
the Italian context. Notably, a lack of market awareness hinders the effec-
tive implementation of marketing strategies, e.g., sustainability commu-
nication and green practices development. Additionally, the complexity
of certification procedures and the substantial investments required pose
significant challenges for businesses with limited resources.

Therefore, this research, while affirming the impact of eco-entrepre-
neurship on sustainable tourism development, raises research questions
that deserve further investigation. The necessity for longitudinal and com-
parative studies, currently lacking and representing a primary limitation of
this research, is evident. Comparative analyses could enrich the empirical
data to address critical research questions. Specifically, comparisons could
be developed:

e Across socio-economic-cultural contexts: examining how diverse social,
economic, and cultural contexts foster and support eco-entrepreneur-
ship and how cultural factors influence eco-entrepreneur characteristics;

e Across legislative contexts: investigating how tourism regulations influ-
ence the need or opportunity to establish an ecologically oriented business;

e Across market contexts: assessing how consumer awareness of sustain-
ability issues impacts eco-entrepreneurial policies;
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e Across entrepreneurial activities within the tourism sector: analysing
how tourism activity of belonging (accommodation, restaurants, tour
operating, etc.) influences eco-entrepreneurship characteristics.
Research on eco-entrepreneurship in tourism necessitates continued

and expanded efforts. Beyond the study of entrepreneurial motivations, ty-

pologies, and characteristics, understanding the drivers that can be lever-
aged to optimise the role of eco-entrepreneurs in the ecological transition,

a critical imperative for all regions, and the pursuit of enhanced ecologi-

cal equilibrium within the tourism sector will become increasingly crucial,

particularly from a public policymaking perspective.
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Appendix. Table A1 — Interview Protocol

Topic

Background

Motivation and
entrepreneurial vision

Adopting sustainable practices

Impact/Results

Challenges and Opportunities

Question

Accommodation data (year of foundation, number of rooms, em-
ployees and certifications obtained)

1.What motivated you to start a sustainability journey in your or-
ganisation?
2. What goals have you defined to achieve?

3. What specific actions have you implemented to ensure the struc-
ture becomes sustainable?

4. How do you promote your sustainable philosophy? Which role
does it play in your promotion on social media?

5. How have you involved your staff in implementing these ac-
tions?

6. Have you met any difficulties in implementing these practices?
If yes, which ones?

7. Which impact has the implementation of these practices made?

8. What are the biggest challenges for a hotel entrepreneur in man-
aging a sustainable accommodation?

9. What opportunities do you perceive in the future of an accom-
modation that fully applies the principles of sustainable tourism?

Appendix. Table A2 — Codebook

Name Files References
MOTIVATION AND ENTREPRENEUR VISION 1 27
Economic reasons 1 3
Market demand 1 1
No clients request 1 1
Personal commitment 1 14
Family imprint 1 4
Lifestyle 1 6
Territory conservation 1 9
Authenticity 1 2
Cultural heritage 1 1
Traditions preservation 1 4
ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL PRACTICES 1 120
Environmental 1 91
Biological products 1 17
Certifications 1 11
Circular economy 1
Promoting sustainable mobility 1
Reduce emissions 1
Resource protection 1 54
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_ Credibily 18

Challenges

Opportunity
Growth

Structures collaboration 1 4
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Abstract

Purpose. This study aims to explore the influence of green cer-
tifications and eco-friendly practices on holiday decisions among
Italian tourists, examining whether these environmental creden-
tials genuinely impact travel choices in the increasingly sustain-
ability-conscious tourism sector.
Design/methodology/approach. The methodology employed
consisted of structured quantitative survey instruments ad-
ministered to over 300 Italian respondents. Analysis included
descriptive and inferential statistics, structural equation model-
ling (SEM) to investigate underlying causal relationships, and
cluster analysis to identify distinct consumer segments.
Findings. The results of the study demonstrate the pivotal func-
tion of tourism and services in the economic development of pe-
ripheral regions. There is a notable interest among young people
in the advancement of these areas. Nevertheless, the analysis
reveals critical concerns pertaining to mobility, inadequate infra-
structure, and a paucity of cultural events and networking pros-
pects. The aspiration to reside in these areas is frequently impeded
by the perception of limited employment and business prospects.
Practical and Social implications. The findings highlight a
significant gap between the respondents’ support for eco-friendly
practices and booking behaviours. Despite broad sustainability
awareness, several travellers lack a clear understanding of envi-
ronmental certifications. Tourism businesses need to enhance com-
munication about their environmental initiatives, and regulatory
bodies should reassess their strategies for promoting sustainable
tourism. Effective consumer education and clear communication of
the benefits of sustainability certifications are pivotal.
Originality of the study. This research breaks new ground by
examining the dual facets of awareness levels and the influence of
sustainability certifications on holiday choices. It identifies criti-
cal areas for improvement, such as better consumer education,
streamlined certification communication, and targeted engage-
ment strategies, providing valuable insights for hospitality busi-
nesses to leverage sustainability as a competitive advantage.
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1. Introduction

Sustainability stands among the foremost societal concerns of our time,
impacting a multitude of industries and imposing substantial challenges
to the prospects of future generations. In particular, the phenomenon of
climate change has been recognised as one of the most pressing global
environmental threats, significantly disturbing ecosystems, threatening
biodiversity, and undermining socio-economic stability worldwide (IPCC,
2022). Notably, tourism, being one of the fastest-growing global industries,
represents both a contributor to and a casualty of these climatic alterations
(Font & McCabe, 2017). As a primary socioeconomic pillar for many coun-
tries, tourism impacts not only national and local economies but also local
environmental quality, cultural heritage, and community well-being (Page
& Duignan, 2023). Hence, rethinking tourism models with a sharper align-
ment to sustainability has become urgently necessary for industry stake-
holders and academicians alike (Hall et al., 2013).

The increasing recognition of tourism’s role, both positively as a driver
of sustainable development and negatively as a source of environmental
degradation, has led to sustained academic and practical discourse around
the concept of sustainable tourism (Butler, 2018). According to the World
Tourism Organisation (UNWTO), sustainable tourism involves practices
that respond suitably to current economic, social, and environmental im-
peratives without sacrificing opportunities for future generations (Canton,
2021). This conception emphasises economic efficiency, responsible eco-
logical management, and the central importance placed on social equity
and cultural sensitivity across the tourist experience (Ryan, 2002). Despite
broad agreement on the importance of sustainable principles, a persistent
gap has been identified in translating widespread theoretical understand-
ing and conceptual awareness into actionable consumer behaviours in the
tourism sector (Font & McCabe, 2017).

In pursuit of bridging this gap between consumer awareness and be-
haviour, environmental certifications and eco-friendly labels have become
increasingly prevalent within the hospitality sector as practical tools com-
municating sustainability commitments (Lesar et al., 2023). Environmen-
tal certifications represent authoritative criteria frameworks designed to
evaluate and promote sustainable practices within tourism operations,
hospitality services, and travel destinations (Franz & Cruz, 2024). The im-
plementation of these certifications, such as ISO 21401:2019 and EU Ecola-
bel, provides businesses with guidance on sustainability practices, fosters
operational transparency, and assures consumers of verified eco-friendly
services (Pratt & Zivrali, 2024). However, several challenges constrain the
utility and effectiveness of tourism sustainability certifications. Among
these, market confusion due to certification proliferation, limited consum-
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er knowledge, perceptions of greenwashing, and ineffective communica-
tion strategies have been found to reduce the transformative potential of
sustainability standards (Elhoushy et al., 2025; Escoto et al., 2022).

While the existing literature extensively documents the conceptual im-
portance of sustainable tourism (Gssling & Hall, 2019) and recognises the
valuable role of certification schemes (Chrysikopoulos et al.,, 2024), inves-
tigations remain limited regarding how individual tourists respond to and
utilise these certifications in practice, particularly within the context of the
Italian tourism market. This gap in the literature reflects a call for further
research into actual consumer awareness levels, their perceptions of certifi-
cations, and the direct influence these factors exhibit in their accommoda-
tion booking decisions and travel behaviours.

Thus, this research aims to narrow the identified gap by critically ana-
lysing how environmental certifications impact Italian tourists” awareness
and effective booking behaviours. Specifically, the purpose is to investigate
the actual level of consumer understanding regarding sustainability certi-
fications, explore how hospitality businesses can better communicate these
credentials, and identify strategies to increase consumer engagement with
certified accommodations. To achieve these goals, the current study sets
out the following research questions:

RQ1. What is the level of awareness and understanding among travel-
lers regarding sustainability certifications in the hospitality industry?

RQ2. How can hospitality businesses effectively communicate the ben-
efits of sustainability certifications to potential guests?

RQ3. What marketing strategies can increase consumer engagement
with and preference for sustainability-certified accommodations?

The manuscript is structured as follows: after the introduction, the next
section provides an in-depth literature review that identifies existing re-
search, critically discusses the role and evolution of sustainability certifica-
tion practices in tourism, and highlights persisting challenges. Subsequent
sections describe the methodological approach of empirical research, the
findings of the study, and the discussion regarding the theoretical and
practical implications. Finally, the manuscript concludes by summarising
key insights, acknowledging the present limitations, and suggesting future
research directions.

41



2. Literature review

2.1 The Evolution and Impact of Sustainability Certifications

The tourism and hospitality industry has evolved remarkably in its sus-
tainable practices since the early 1990s. This transformation stems from
heightened environmental consciousness among business guests, who
expect businesses to take concrete action on environmental and social is-
sues. As the industry adapts to these expectations, sustainability certifica-
tions have emerged as vital tools that establish and validate environmental
standards across hospitality businesses (Lesar et al., 2023).

The inception of sustainability certification in tourism dates to the ear-
ly 1990s, beginning with voluntary environmental certification programs
(Valenciano-Salazar et al., 2022). Font and Buckley (2001) noted that the
field evolved from basic eco-labels to complex integrated systems (Nakai-
shi & Chapman, 2024). Establishing the Global Sustainable Tourism Crite-
ria (GSTC) in 2008 marked a pivotal development, creating the first world-
wide framework for sustainable tourism standards (Franz & Cruz, 2024).

The current certification landscape encompasses various frameworks
operating at different levels (Chrysikopoulos et al., 2024). The ISO certi-
fication framework has notably influenced the hospitality sector through
two primary standards: ISO 14001:2015 Environmental Management
System and ISO 21401:2019 Tourism and Related Services - Sustainabil-
ity Management System for Accommodation Establishments (Firoiu et al.,
2019). Research by Testa et al. (2014) indicates significant environmental
improvements through the implementation of ISO 14001:2015. More recent
studies by de Paula et al. (2021) demonstrate that ISO 21401:2019 provides
a thorough framework explicitly designed for accommodation establish-
ments. Their findings reveal that properties adhering to ISO 21401:2019
perform better across environmental, social, and economic sustainability
aspects. Furthermore, Goubran (2019) highlights that this standard helps
properties align with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, with certi-
fied properties typically reducing energy and waste.

Another relevant certification for the tourism sector is the European Un-
ion’s Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS). Established by the Eu-
ropean Commission in 1993, it can be applied to a wide range of industries
and sectors (Garcia-Alvarez & de Junguitu, 2023), and it has been the sub-
ject of various studies (Ociepa-Kubicka et al., 2021; Murmura et al., 2021;
Garcfa-Alvarez & de Junguitu, 2023) that highlighted the positive impact
of this certification in promoting sustainability practices (Garcia-Alvarez &
de Junguitu, 2023).

Challenges and Future Directions in Sustainability Certifications

The GSTC has established itself as the global reference point for sustain-
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able tourism certification. Its criteria for destinations and industries form
the foundation for numerous certification schemes. Elhoushy et al. (2025)
argue that this standardisation has advanced sustainable practices across
the sector.

Regional certification programs have also emerged, such as the EU
Ecolabel for tourist accommodation services, the Nordic Swan Ecolabel,
and Travelife certification (Rodriguez-Garcia et al., 2023). These regional
schemes often incorporate local considerations while maintaining consist-
ency with global standards (Iodice et al., 2025).

The financial benefits of sustainability certification are well-documented.
Additionally, Martinez Garcia de Leaniz et al. (2018) found that environmen-
tally conscious travellers are 30% more likely to choose certified properties.

However, several obstacles persist. Small and medium-sized enterprises of-
ten face substantial costs in implementing and maintaining certification stand-
ards (Escoto et al., 2022). The proliferation of certification schemes has also led
to market confusion and potential dilution of standards (Bennett, 2022).

The field continues to evolve with technological advancements and chang-
ing market requirements. Fakir & Baydeniz (2024) suggest that blockchain
technology could revolutionise the verification and monitoring of sustaina-
bility certifications, enabling immediate tracking and improved transparency.

There is also increasing coordination between certification schemes
and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Ikram et al., 2021).
This alignment promotes greater standardisation and comparability across
frameworks despite the complexity of measuring and verifying impacts
(Srivastava, 2024).

This examination reveals the multifaceted nature of sustainability cer-
tification in tourism and hospitality (Koseoglu et al., 2021). While certi-
fication offers significant advantages, questions about standardisation,
accessibility, and impact measurement remain. The evolution of digital
technologies and emerging global sustainability frameworks promises to
transform certification systems into more refined and holistic tools (Feroz
et al., 2021). The key to their effectiveness is balancing rigorous standards
with practical implementation, thereby enabling meaningful certification
across the diverse landscape of tourism and hospitality businesses (Khater
etal., 2024).
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research Aims

This study investigates how eco-friendly practices and environmental
certifications influence consumer choices in Italy’s hospitality sector. Spe-
cifically, it explores whether awareness and credibility of sustainability
certifications affect booking preferences and loyalty among Italian travel-
lers. Data were collected through a structured questionnaire distributed
between September and December 2024. The research followed a three-
phase process: instrument design, data collection, and statistical analysis
(Taherdoost, 2021).

3.2 Instrument Design

A structured questionnaire was developed following an extensive re-
view of the literature on sustainable tourism, green marketing, and con-
sumer behaviour (Tasci et al., 2021). The instrument consisted of four main
sections: (i) Demographics and travel habits, (ii) awareness of sustainabil-
ity certifications, (iii) perceived sustainable practices, and (iv) willingness
to pay a premium for certified accommodations.

Question types included dichotomous, multiple-choice, and five-point
Likert-scale items. A pre-test with 20 participants assessed clarity, logic,
and content validity. Revisions were made to improve question flow and
remove ambiguities.

Three psychometric scales were developed and tested for reliability:

e Awareness of sustainability certifications (5 items): Cronbach’s o = 0.84

e Perception of sustainable practices (6 items): a = 0.81

e Willingness to pay a premium (4 items): a = 0.83

e Each scale demonstrated strong internal consistency and conceptual
coherence.

3.3 Data Collection

The questionnaire was administered online over six weeks via social
media and mailing lists. A convenience sampling method targeted adult
Italian travellers who had taken at least one leisure or business trip in the
past two years. A total of 311 valid responses were collected.
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3.4 Data Analysis Strategy

Data were analysed using the statistical software JASP and the Lavaan
package for SEM in R. The analytical strategy included descriptive statistics,
regression analysis, Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), and cluster analysis.

3.4.1 Descriptive and Inferential Statistics

Descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, and frequencies)
were used to summarise demographic variables and sustainability atti-
tudes. Inferential analyses included chi-square tests and Pearson’s correla-
tion to explore associations between variables.

3.4.2 Regression Analysis and Structural Equation Modelling (SEM)

A multiple linear regression model was used to identify predictors of
prioritisation of certified accommodations, measured on a five-point Likert
scale. Independent variables included: (i) age, gender, and education level,
(ii) how frequently the respondent travelled, (iii) whether the respondents
engaged in sustainable actions, (iv) the respondents’” awareness and per-
ception of certification credibility, and (v) the respondents’ exposure to
sustainability-related information during travel planning.

To test mediation effects, a Covariance-Based Structural Equation Mod-
elling (CB-SEM) approach was used. The SEM model included three latent
constructs:

* Hotel Sustainability Efforts: perceived environmental performance and
sustainability education.

e Certification Credibility: transparency, trustworthiness, and perceived
authority of certification schemes.

e Consumer Loyalty: likelihood of repeat bookings and positive word-of-

mouth based on certification.

Model fit was assessed using standard indices:

Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 0.95.

Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.94.

Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) < 0.05.

Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) < 0.08.

Indirect and direct effects were evaluated, and all path coefficients were

tested for statistical significance.

3.4.3 Cluster Analysis

A K-means clustering technique was employed to segment consumers
based on their sustainability awareness, behavioural patterns, and certifi-
cation preferences. Before clustering, all relevant variables (measured on
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Likert scales) were standardised as z-scores to ensure comparability.

To determine the optimal number of clusters, the Elbow Method was
used by plotting the within-cluster sum of squares (WCSS) across 2-10
cluster solutions. The analysis indicated an optimal four-cluster model.
The clustering results were later interpreted and validated in relation to
the regression and SEM findings.

4. Findings
4.1 Respondents’ Attitudes and Behaviour Towards Sustainability

The statistical analysis of respondents’ socio-demographic and travel
characteristics provides critical insights into sustainability preferences in
the hospitality sector. Table 1 presents a comprehensive demographic pro-
file of the sample (N = 311).

Table 1: Demographic profile of the Sample (N=311)

Characteristic Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Age Group

12-27 103 322
28-39 83 26.5
40-55 73 23.3
56+ 52 16.9
Gender

Male 168 53.7
Female 141 45.7
Non-binary / Prefer not to say 2 0.6
Education

Primary school certificate 3 1
Lower secondary school diploma 22 7
High school diploma 120 39
Bachelor’s degree 98 31.30
Master’s degree / single-cycle degree 49 15.70
Master’s degree / PhD 19 6.10
Occupation

Student 45 14.5
Employed 190 61.1
Self-employed 30 9.6
Unemployed 31 10.0
Retired 15 4.8

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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Respondents reported an average of 2.64 trips per year (SD = 2.06), re-
flecting considerable variation in travel frequency. Leisure travel was more
prevalent (M = 3.50, SD = 1.05) than business travel (M = 2.10, SD = 1.15),
and the overall travel frequency averaged 3.30 (SD = 1.00). The mean value
for travel companions (M = 2.80, SD = 0.95) indicated a moderate tendency
toward group travel. (Refer to Table 2.)

Table 2: Summary of Travel-Related Characteristics (N=311)

Travel-Related Characteristic Mean Stan‘da'r d
Deviation
Average number of trips per year 2.64 2.06
Frequency of business travel (Likert scale) 2.10 1.15
Frequency of leisure travel (Likert scale) 3.50 1.05
General travel frequency (Likert scale) 3.30 1.00
Travel companion (coded response) 2.80 0.95

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Table 3 summarises respondents” self-reported engagement in sustain-
able behaviours. The highest mean score was for turning off lights (M =
4.1), followed by waste segregation (M = 3.8) and towel reuse (M = 3.7), in-
dicating a generally moderate-to-high environmental consciousness while
travelling.

Table 3 - Sustainable travel behaviour

Sustainable Behaviour Mean Score (1-5 Scale) Standard Deviation
Public Transport Usage 3.4 1.13
Towel Reuse 3.7 1.02
Turning Off Lights 4.1 0.85
Local and Organic Product Consumption | 3.6 1.07
Waste Segregation 3.8 0.95

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Table 4 details consumer expectations from certified accommodations.
The most highly rated attribute was a lower environmental impact (M =
4.14), followed by sustainability education and awareness (M = 3.88). These
findings suggest that while eco-credentials are essential, communication of
such efforts also plays a vital role in shaping consumer preferences.
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Table 4: Consumers’ Expectations from Certified Accommodation

Expectation Mean Rating (1-5 Scale) | Standard Deviation | Notes
Lower Environmental 414 0.87 Highe.st rating, cri.tical
Impact eco-friendly practices

Education and Important for clear

3.88 0.92

Awareness communication

Social Responsibility | 3.73 1.03 Moderate-high value on
accountability

Enhanced Services 322 110 Valued but secondary

and Comfort compared to sustainability

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Overall, the data indicate that consumers value both the substance (ac-
tual practices) and the communication (certification, education) of sustain-
ability. This dual emphasis underpins the statistical models tested in sub-
sequent sections.

4.2 Regression Analysis Results

To identify key predictors of prioritisation of certified accommodations,
a multiple linear regression analysis was conducted. The model explained
a substantial portion of the variance (adjusted R?=0.41, F =27.8, p < 0.001).
The most influential predictor was exposure to sustainability education (8
=0.56, t =6.98, p < 0.01), followed by certification credibility perceptions ({3
=0.34, t=4.71, p < 0.01). A weaker but still significant effect was found for
younger age (18-34 years; p = 0.26, t = 3.13, p < 0.05). Gender and educa-
tion level did not yield statistically significant results. These findings sug-
gest that sustainability education and perceived credibility are key levers
in encouraging sustainable accommodation choices.

4.3 Structural Equation Modelling Results

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was used to test the hypothesised
mediation model, in which perceived certification credibility mediates the
relationship between perceived sustainability efforts and customer loyalty.
The SEM model demonstrated good fit to the data: x?> = 138.56, df =78, p <
0.001; CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.048; SRMR = 0.045.

The analysis confirmed that perceived sustainability efforts had a sig-
nificant positive effect on certification credibility (f = 0.69, p < 0.001), and
certification credibility in turn positively influenced customer loyalty (3
= 0.63, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of sustainability efforts on loyalty
through certification credibility was also significant (indirect effect = 0.43,
p < 0.001). These results support the hypothesised mediation model and
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suggest that hotels can enhance consumer loyalty by clearly demonstrating
their certification legitimacy and environmental responsibility.

Additionally, hotels certified under globally recognised frameworks
(e.g., 1SO 21401:2019, GSTC) scored significantly higher in consumer confi-
dence than those with lesser-known certifications (Durband, 2021).

4.4 Cluster Analysis Results

Table 5 below summarises the average values of key demographic, be-
havioural, and sustainability-related variables for each cluster.

Table 5: Consumer Clusters - Average values of key variables per cluster

Key Variables Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4
Average trips per year 2.1 2.8 3.4 29
Sustainable behaviour (overall mean) 2.7 3.2 4.4 3.8
Willingness to pay premium (1-5 mean) |2.2 3.1 43 3.7
Importance is placed on certification 1.9 3.0 4.5 3.9

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

The clustering procedure using K-means resulted in 4 clearly distin-
guished consumer segments:

Cluster 1 ("Unaware Travellers’; n=30, 9.6%) showed the lowest average
sustainability engagement (avg=2.7).

Cluster 2 (‘Price-Conscious Pragmatists’; n=82, 26.4%) presented mod-
erate sustainability awareness (avg=3.2).

Cluster 3 (‘Sustainability Advocates’; n=151, 48.6%), the largest group,
exhibited the highest level of awareness and sustainable behaviour
(avg=4.4).

Cluster 4 (‘Balanced Idealists’; n=50, 16.1%) displayed moderate-to-high
scores but showed flexibility and balancing of sustainability with comfort
(avg=3.8).

The examination of consumer clusters uncovered clear patterns in sus-
tainable travel preferences, with notable variations across different age
groups and income brackets.

Through detailed analysis, we identified four distinct groups of re-
spondents, each demonstrating unique perspectives and preferences re-
garding sustainability in the hospitality sector.

A statistical approach was employed using K-Means clustering, as de-
scribed in section 3.4.2 of the methodology, to identify these clusters. The
analysis was conducted on standardised numerical data from survey re-
sponses, focusing on sustainability awareness, behavioural patterns, and
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decision-making priorities. In order to determine the optimal number of
clusters, the Elbow Method (Ketchen & Shook, 1996) was employed by
plotting the within-cluster sum-of-squares (WCSS) against a range of pos-
sible cluster numbers (from 2 to 10). The optimal solution was identified at
the elbow point, where the addition of further clusters led only to minimal
improvement in cluster homogeneity. Finally, the data used for clustering
were standardised (converted to z-scores) before applying the K-means
algorithm, ensuring the comparability of variables measured on different
scales. The data was pre-processed by removing missing values and stand-
ardising the numerical features to ensure comparability. The final model
grouped respondents into four distinct clusters (Table 6) based on their
behavioural similarities, providing meaningful insights into sustainability
preferences among travellers.

Table 6: Consumer Clusters Breakdown

Cluster Name Size Key Characteristics

Low sustainability awareness, cost-

Cluster 1 Unaware Travellers 30 (9.6%) driven decisions

Moderate sustainability awareness,

Cluster 2 Price-Conscious Pragmatists | 82 (26.4%) prioritise price and comfort

Highly informed, strongly prioritise

Cluster 3 Sustainability Advocates 151 (48.6%) sustainability

Well-informed, flexible approach to

Cluster 4 Balanced Idealists 50 (16.1%) sustainability

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

The cluster segmentation reinforces the findings from the regression
and SEM analyses. For instance, Cluster 3 (‘Sustainability Advocates’)
aligns with respondents who reported high awareness, strong engagement
in sustainable practices, and high willingness to pay for certified accom-
modations - a profile consistent with the influence of education and certifi-
cation credibility shown in earlier models. In contrast, Cluster 1 (‘Unaware
Travellers’) reflects the low-engagement consumer segment, which lacks
exposure to sustainability messaging and places limited trust in certifica-
tions. These results support the central hypothesis that educational expo-
sure and perceived certification credibility are key drivers of sustainable
tourism behaviour.

While a significant portion of respondents (Cluster 3) are highly com-
mitted to sustainable tourism, others balance sustainability with practical
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concerns (Clusters 2 and 4), and a minority (Cluster 1) show little interest
in the subject. These insights can inform hospitality providers how to tailor
their offerings and communication strategies to appeal to different travel-
ler segments.

Younger travellers (18-34 years old) exhibit a higher awareness and
preference for sustainability-certified accommodations, whereas older
travellers demonstrate less familiarity. Furthermore, most travellers do not
actively seek out certified accommodation when booking, suggesting that
awareness alone does not translate into behaviour change.

The analysis identified two primary consumer segments: sustainability-
driven travellers, who prioritise certifications and sustainable practices, and
experience-driven travellers, who consider sustainability secondary to com-
fort and amenities. The former group demonstrated a higher willingness to
pay a premium for certified accommodation, aligning with findings from
Martinez Garcia de Leaniz et al. (2018), which showed that environmentally
conscious travellers are 30% more likely to choose certified properties.

Table 7 illustrates that sustainability-driven travellers emphasise cer-
tifications and eco-friendly practices and are significantly more inclined
to pay a premium for certified accommodation. This reinforces the notion
that environmental credentials substantially influence consumer choice in
the hospitality sector.

Table 7: Consumer Segments — Willingness to Pay Premium for Certified Accommodation

Mean Premium
Consumer Segment Payment Rating
(out of 5)

Standard

Deviation | &Y Characteristics

Prioritise certifications and sustain-
able practices; be environmentally
Sustainability-driven travellers |4.10 0.65 conscious; be 30% more likely to
choose certified properties (Martinez
Garcia de Leaniz et al., 2018).

Value comfort and amenities over
Experience-driven travellers 3.45 0.80 sustainability; view sustainability as
secondary in the decision process.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Findings highlight that perceived certification credibility significantly
influences consumer trust and booking decisions. Regression analysis
shows that travellers who receive clear sustainability messaging are more
likely to prioritise certified accommodations. However, many hotels fail to
communicate their sustainability initiatives effectively, leading to consum-
er confusion. Respondents ranked transparency, storytelling, and visible

51



certification logos as effective ways to build trust. Additionally, findings
suggest that education about sustainability initiatives during the booking
process (e.g., through OTAs, hotel websites, and social media) can increase
engagement.

The findings indicate that digital engagement, influencer partnerships,
and incentive-based strategies can enhance consumer preference for certi-
fied accommodations.

Lastly, the study outlines targeted marketing strategies to engage the
two primary traveller segments, sustainability-driven and experience-
driven consumers:

Personalised digital campaigns targeting younger, eco-conscious travellers.

Gamification and reward systems, such as discounts for choosing sus-
tainable options.

Integration with online travel agencies (OTAs), ensuring sustainability
certifications are prominently displayed.

Authenticity in messaging to combat scepticism and prevent green-
washing.

5. Discussions

This study examined how sustainability certifications and eco-friendly
practices influence accommodation preferences among Italian travellers.
The findings demonstrate that although many consumers express positive
attitudes towards sustainability, certifications alone exert limited influence
on booking behaviour. This suggests that awareness and perceived cred-
ibility, rather than certification status per se, are the primary drivers of sus-
tainable choice.

Consistent with prior research (Martinez Garcia de Leaniz et al., 2018),
the regression analysis revealed that exposure to sustainability education
and perceived certification credibility are the strongest predictors of prefer-
ence for certified accommodations. SEM results (Section 4.3) confirmed the
mediating role of certification credibility between perceived sustainability
efforts and consumer loyalty. These findings reinforce the importance of
transparent, trustworthy communication in hospitality sustainability strat-
egies, an area where many businesses currently fall short.

Despite the presence of sustainability messaging, most respondents
displayed limited familiarity with certification standards, including ISO
21401:2019 and GSTC. This gap in consumer understanding mirrors the
well-known “attitude-behaviour gap” (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014), where
pro-environmental intentions do not translate into action due to informa-
tion asymmetries, trust issues, or convenience trade-offs. This points to an
urgent need for clearer consumer education and more visible, engaging
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certification communication, for instance, through OTAs, hotel websites,
or booking platforms.

Notably, demographic variables such as gender and education level had
little predictive value, while younger consumers (18-34) showed signifi-
cantly higher engagement. This supports research suggesting generational
divides in sustainability preferences (Tata et al., 2023) and signals oppor-
tunities for targeted digital campaigns aimed at eco-conscious millennials
and Gen Z.

Cluster analysis (Section 4.4) further supports this segmentation: Clus-
ter 3, the sustainability advocates, exhibited high awareness, behavioural
engagement, and willingness to pay a premium for certified accommo-
dations. Conversely, Cluster 1, the unaware travellers’ segment, demon-
strated low engagement, limited trust, and minimal responsiveness to
sustainability claims. These distinctions underscore the need for differenti-
ated marketing strategies: while some travellers respond to environmental
messaging, others prioritise comfort and value, necessitating a balance be-
tween sustainability and service quality (Jones et al., 2016).

The findings also draw attention to potential credibility risks, including
greenwashing (Papagiannakis et al., 2024), where superficial adoption of
certification can erode trust. If certification schemes are to maintain rel-
evance, more vigorous enforcement and transparency mechanisms are es-
sential. Hospitality providers and certifiers must work collaboratively to
ensure that sustainability claims are both substantive and verifiable.

Finally, this research contributes to the broader literature on sustainable
tourism by combining psychometric measurement, SEM, and behavioural
segmentation to reveal the nuanced ways in which awareness, trust, and
education shape sustainable consumer behaviour. Future studies should
explore how technological innovations (e.g., blockchain-based verifica-
tion) enhance certification credibility and reduce consumer scepticism.
Longitudinal research would also be valuable in tracking how consumer
attitudes evolve over time and in response to changing environmental or
regulatory contexts.

6. Conclusions and implications

This study explored how awareness and credibility of sustainability certi-
fications influence accommodation choices among Italian travellers. Drawing
on survey data and robust statistical modelling (regression, SEM, and cluster
analysis), we answered three core research questions concerning awareness
(RQ1), the mediating role of certification credibility (RQ2), and communica-
tion strategies for promoting sustainable accommodations (RQ3).

53



Regarding RQ1, the overall awareness of sustainability certifications is
moderate, with significant variability across age groups. Younger travellers
(18-34) demonstrated greater engagement and familiarity with labels such
as ISO 21401:2019 and the EU Ecolabel, while older respondents showed
limited awareness. This finding underscores the need for targeted educa-
tional campaigns to make certification schemes more recognisable and rel-
evant across generations (Kim, 2025; Reiser & Simmons, 2005).

For RQ?2, the SEM analysis confirmed that certification credibility sig-
nificantly mediates the relationship between hotels” perceived sustainabil-
ity efforts and consumer loyalty (8 = 0.63, p < 0.001). This reinforces the
findings of Agu et al. (2024), affirming that credibility and transparency are
essential to building trust and influencing booking behaviour.

Concerning RQ3, the findings suggest actionable strategies for hospital-
ity providers and certifying bodies. Effective communication should: (i)
clearly articulate the environmental and social impact of certifications, (ii)
use storytelling and real-life examples to increase emotional engagement,
(iii) incorporate infographics and videos to simplify complex informa-
tion, and (iv) ensure visibility of certification details on booking platforms
(Bowden & Mirzaei, 2021).

Marketing strategies should include digital campaigns targeted at
younger travellers, partnerships with influencers, gamification and reward
systems, and integration with online travel agencies (Kreeger et al., 2025).
Importantly, messaging must remain authentic to avoid greenwashing (Pa-
pagiannakis et al., 2024).

Despite generally favourable attitudes toward sustainability, the find-
ings reveal a persistent attitude-behaviour gap (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014).
Many travellers value certifications in theory but do not actively prioritise
them when booking. Bridging this gap requires not only transparent com-
munication but also engaging, educational experiences embedded in the
guest journey.

This study contributes to the growing literature on sustainable tourism
by empirically validating the influence of certification credibility on con-
sumer behaviour and offering a typology of traveller segments (Seyfi et
al., 2023; Sthapit et al., 2024). It also highlights the importance of rigorous
certification systems such as EMAS, which offer both environmental trans-
parency and continuous improvement, thereby strengthening trust.

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First-
ly, a convenience sampling method was utilised, potentially resulting in
a sample that may not fully represent all segments of travellers, thereby
influencing the generalizability of our findings. Additionally, our sample
size of approximately 300 respondents, though adequate for exploratory
analysis, limits the precision and strength of inferential statistical conclu-
sions. Furthermore, the cross-sectional design restricts assertions regard-

54



ing causality and does not account for evolved perceptions and behaviours
over time.

Future research employing longitudinal methods could provide deeper
insights. Lastly, the reliance on self-reported data raises concerns of pos-
sible response biases, which could affect the accuracy of the findings. De-
spite these limitations, the study contributes valuable insights to the body
of research on sustainability certifications in hospitality, yet acknowledg-
ing these constraints encourages cautious interpretation and points toward
directions for refinement in future investigations.
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Abstract

Purpose. This study explores how the Circular Economy
(CE) is conceptualized and implemented in the tourism
sector, a service industry still marginally addressed in aca-
demic research on circular transitions.
Design/methodology/approach. Through a systematic
literature review and qualitative content analysis of 64
journal articles, the paper identifies drivers and barriers
that influence the CE adoption. These factors are classified
into three dimensions: governance, stakeholder relations,
and innovation.

Findings. While innovation and stakeholder relations are
widely discussed in the literature, governance is significant-
ly underexplored. Moreover, only few studies adopt a com-
prehensive perspective that integrates all three dimensions.
Practical and Social implications. From a managerial
standpoint, the study provides insights for aligning inter-
nal capabilities with external enablers, especially for SMEs.
Originality of the study. The paper offers an analytical
lens for understanding CE practices in service-based indus-
tries and stresses the need for more holistic approaches.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the Circular Economy (CE) has emerged as a key para-
digm in the transition towards more sustainable economic models of pro-
duction and consumption. Unlike the traditional linear approach based on
“take, make, dispose,” the CE seeks to retain the value of products, materials,
and resources within the system for as long as possible, minimizing waste
and environmental impacts. While circular principles have been widely ap-
plied and studied in manufacturing, their implementation in service sectors
—and particularly in the tourism industry — remains underexplored.

The tourism sector plays a vital role in global and local economies, gen-
erating employment, wealth, and territorial development. At the same
time, it is responsible for significant environmental impacts due to inten-
sive resource consumption, waste generation, and operational complexity
(Voukkali et al., 2023). Applying CE principles to tourism may help reduce
these impacts, support sustainable practices, and promote a regenerative
approach to service design and delivery. However, the application of CE in
services differs substantially from that in production: it relies less on physi-
cal product loops and more on optimizing and sharing resources, redesign-
ing service processes, and strengthening interactions with users (Sehnem
et al., 2019).

Despite the potential benefits, the transition to circularity in tourism is
not straightforward. There is a risk that circular initiatives may be reduced
to greenwashing or marketing tools, rather than being embedded into core
business strategies (Opferkuch et al., 2023). To be effective and long-last-
ing, circular practices must be strategically designed and integrated with
key organizational assets such as governance, stakeholder engagement,
and innovation capabilities (Jones and Wynn, 2019).

In this paper, the term “tourism” is adopted as an umbrella concept that
includes the hospitality industry, which represents one of its foundational
pillars. This integrated view reflects the systemic nature of tourism flows
and allows for a more comprehensive understanding of CE practices across
the entire tourism ecosystem.

By uncovering how circular strategies are currently framed and imple-
mented, this research aims to offer actionable insights for both scholars
and practitioners seeking to align environmental ambitions with coherent
business transformation. The findings may inform more effective policy
and managerial frameworks, supporting a shift from superficial adoption
to deeply rooted organizational change.

Building on this premise, the present review aims to identify and map
the key criteria influencing decision-making processes in the implementa-
tion of CE practices, and to evaluate whether the existing academic litera-
ture presents a fragmented or integrated perspective.
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To this end, we first identified the main drivers and barriers to the adop-
tion of CE practices as discussed in the literature. These criteria were subse-
quently grouped into three foundational pillars — governance, stakeholder
relations, and innovation — which, according to prior studies, are essential
to supporting a strategic and integrated transition to circularity in the tour-
ism sector.

Based on this approach, the paper aims to examine the extent to which
current academic contributions reflect an integrated perspective, specifi-
cally investigating whether and how the literature addresses the intercon-
nections among these three dimensions in the context of CE implementa-
tion within tourism firms. In particular, the paper will investigate the key
criteria (both drivers and barriers) that influence CE decision-making pro-
cesses in the tourism industry, addressing whether the academic literature
adopts a fragmented or integrated perspective.

The paper is structured as follows: the next section presents the litera-
ture review as the foundation for the research question. This is followed
by the research methodology, which aims to conceptualize the relevance of
drivers and barriers associated with circular practices in the tourism sector.
Subsequently, the findings and discussion are presented. The final section
outlines the theoretical and managerial implications and offers directions
for future research.

2. Literature review

The Circular Economy (CE) marks a transition from traditional linear
production and consumption models to regenerative systems aimed at
decoupling economic growth from resource consumption. This shift has
gained urgency considering the growing resource scarcity, environmental
degradation, and climate change.

As Homrich et al. (2018) observe, the CE offers a win-win approach to
addressing resource scarcity and waste by reframing the potential value in-
herent in every stage of the value chain. In fact, upstream CE supports the
efficient management of resources by enhancing production and consump-
tion productivity, minimizing waste, and preserving the value of products
and materials for as long as possible. Downstream, CE focuses on recover-
ing and reintegrating materials with residual or intrinsic value back into
the economic cycle, rather than disposing of them in landfills. Together,
these upstream and downstream strategies capture the core of CE, ena-
bling the closure of loops within product and material value chains.

Even if the concept of CE was introduced by Pearce and Turner (1990),
the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2013) popularized the concept thanks
to the so-called “butterfly diagram”. International standards also define
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CE as the “economic system (by which a society organizes and allocates
resources) that uses a systemic approach to maintain a circular flow of re-
sources, by recovering, retaining or adding to their value, while contribut-
ing to sustainable development” (ISO 59010:2024). Even though the idea of
circularity appears to be clear, concerns about its definition persist, spark-
ing debate among the 221 existing definitions in academic literature (Kirch-
herr et al., 2023).

Furthermore, there is still no universally accepted scientific or technical
language for the practical application of the CE concept. Starting from the tra-
ditional Reduce-Reuse-Recycle strategies, R-strategies vary from 3Rs to 10Rs
(Potting et al., 2017). Zorpas’s (2024) research reveals the existence of more
than 100 Rs beyond the well-known principles of Reduce-Reuse-Recycle,
each serving a unique function in shaping approaches to waste management
and promoting circularity in the transition toward a low-carbon society.

While the CE has been extensively discussed in the context of product-
based industries, its application in service-oriented sectors remains com-
paratively underexplored and calls for further studies. Understanding this
gap is crucial, given the growing dominance of service economies world-
wide. In essence, “service” is the fundamental logic of exchange based on
the co-creation of value (Lusch and Vargo, 2014). Much of the current CE
literature, in fact, tends to conceptualize services as extensions of tangi-
ble products. This perspective is particularly evident in frameworks like
Product-as-a-Service (PaaS) and Product-Service Systems (PSS), which pri-
marily focus on delivering physical goods through service-based models.
Such an approach risks overlooking the potential of services as standalone
contributors to circularity (Fehrer and Vargo, 2023).

R-strategies, on the other hand, can be applied not only to physical prod-
ucts but also to service sectors like tourism, IT, education, and healthcare.
However, the intrinsic immateriality that characterizes services encounters
several significant challenges, such as difficulties in defining and quanti-
fying circularity, the absence of standardized frameworks for implement-
ing circular practices, and the imperative to develop innovative business
models (OECD, 2019). In addition — and even more in the service sector
— the consumer plays a central role for the effectiveness of R-strategies.
According to Zimmermann et al. (2024), consumer behavior can impact on
circular performance in two main ways: the correct use of products during
their use and at the end of their life cycle, and the willingness to consume
products derived from circular processes and sources.

Among service industries, the tourism sector plays a key role, contribut-
ing approximately 3% to global GDP in 2023, with an estimated $8.6 trillion
in traveler outlays in 2024 and 357 million jobs worldwide (UNWTO, 2024;
McKinsey, 2024).
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The tourism industry — consisting of activities involving the travel of
individuals to locations beyond their everyday surroundings for different
purposes — includes a broad range of economic and social activities that
operate on a global scale, spanning multiple sectors and involving both
goods and services. Within this framework, the hospitality industry holds
a central role, serving as one of the key pillars upon which tourism re-
lies. It plays a significant part in supporting tourism’s contribution to the
economy by offering essential services such as lodging, dining, transport,
and leisure activities that are integral to the tourist experience (Sampaio et
al., 2024).

The tourism sector emerges as a particularly relevant field for CE ap-
plications, due to its significant environmental footprint and its complex
resource flows. Tourism is a global economic driver but also a significant
source of waste, resource depletion, and environmental impact. This is due
to the same definition of tourism that is the travel of individuals to destina-
tions outside their usual place of residence, where they temporarily stay
in unfamiliar natural, social, and cultural environments for leisure, busi-
ness, or other purposes (WTO, 1995). Tourist transportation contributes
to air pollution on a global scale, primarily through CO2 emissions from
energy use, also leading to significant local air quality issues. In regions
with dense tourist activity and popular natural attractions, waste disposal
poses a significant challenge. Approximately 80% of tourists choose coastal
destinations, contributing to the over 8 million tons of plastic that enter the
oceans annually (UNEP, 2023). Furthermore, when the number of tourists
exceeds a destination capacity the phenomenon of over-tourism occurs,
that is, the excessive impact of tourism on a destination affecting the per-
ceived quality of life of residents and/or the quality of visitor experiences
in a negative way. According to a McKinsey report, approximately 80% of
travelers visit just 10% of the world’s tourist destinations. This concentra-
tion results in overcrowding, strained infrastructure, and environmental
degradation in these areas (McKinsey, 2024). Moreover, short-term rentals
account for about 25% of tourist accommodations in the EU, generating
social issues such as an increase in rental prices for residents and workers.

Implementing the CE principles in the tourism industry can play a key
role for the transition to a more sustainable world. Addressing these chal-
lenges through CE principles offers a promising pathway to mitigate tour-
ism’s environmental impacts while fostering more sustainable and regener-
ative travel practices. In fact, this sector is in the middle of multiple flows of
resources, assets and commodities (as food, transport, and building sectors)
being an enabler of value creation in multiple value chains and contributing
to the preservation of natural resources and social development (Einarsson
and Sorin, 2020). CE can play a central role also in the guest-host relation-
ship, offering a way to involve and engage guests in ways that are not only
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environmentally meaningful but also enhance their experience by allow-
ing them to contribute. In fact, tourists actively shape their experiences by
selecting and combining various tourism products, services, activities, and
attractions, as well as engaging with and interacting with them (Serensen
and Beerenholdt, 2020). However, despite growing recognition that resourc-
es are finite and the linear model is unsustainable, literature on CE in tour-
ism is scarce and the tourism industry has yet to demonstrate a clear and
decisive shift toward a more circular model (Alharethi et al., 2024).

Research by Costa et al. (2024) on the Portuguese hotel industry reveals
that hotels prioritize the 3Rs and Repair as the core of their environmental
strategies. Also, Strippoli et al. (2024) found that within the R-strategies,
the main ones adopted in the tourism sector center around Reduce, Reuse,
Recycle, and Recover. These approaches offer both environmental and eco-
nomic benefits, including reduced greenhouse gas emissions, waste, and
costs, as well as increased revenue and more sustainable resource manage-
ment. According to the research by Li et al. (2024), which examines CE prac-
tices in the Chinese and European tourism industries, the most commonly
adopted strategies relate to reducing energy consumption, sustainable wa-
ter use, and waste management: namely, practices aligned with reduce and
recycle principles. Following an extensive literature review, Kaszds et al.
(2022) found that the interpretation and implementation of CE principles in
the tourism industry primarily center on issues such as food waste, energy
and water consumption, CO2 emissions, climate Change, and global warm-
ing. These results confirmed the findings of previous research such as that
of Maines da Silva et al. (2021), which showed that hotel chains’ main strat-
egies are Reduction, Recycling, and Reuse, indicating that there is a need
to reduce food waste, reuse water, work with waste recycling alternatives
at tourist destinations, and develop solutions that take into account the CE
model as a self-regenerating system. Also, research by Arzoumanidis et
al. (2020) revealed that the scientific literature offers varied interpretations
of the concept of CE in the tourism industry, with no consensus on a clear
definition, but a common focus on solutions related to waste and resource
management, as well as energy and transport efficiency.

While most studies and tourism industry practices focus on the 3Rs,
there is growing discussion around more innovative strategies such as Re-
think (e.g., using unused areas of hotels for regenerative actions), Redesign
(e.g., installing modular blocks as room furniture), and Repurpose (e.g.,
using organic waste to produce cleaning products) (Kasz4s et al., 2022; Var-
dopoulos et al., 2023). Thus, implementing CE principles helps minimize
waste and optimize resources, while delivering high-quality services and
promoting a more sustainable tourist experience.

However, the transition to this new service model is not straightfor-
ward. While there is a lot of academic literature about drivers and barriers
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in CE initiatives (Bassi and Dias, 2019; Falcone, 2019; Kirchherr et al., 2018;
Rizos et al., 2017; Scipioni, 2021), the tourism sector has received limited at-
tention in this regard, highlighting the need for further research (Alharethi
et al., 2024; Del Chiappa and Fotiadis, 2019).

Furthermore, approximately 80% of all tourism businesses are Small
and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) (Kukanja et al., 2020). This situa-
tion represents a major challenge in the transition to the CE, as it requires
leveraging enabling factors while also acknowledging critical issues that
may act as barriers. In particular, SMEs encounter distinct challenges in
adopting CE practices, primarily due to constraints in resources and spe-
cialized expertise (Ahmadov et al., 2025; Salvioni et al., 2022). Previous
research on SMEs revealed that these organizations can also benefit from
adopting an integrated perspective on the transition to a CE, abandoning
a fragmented approach which considers drivers and barriers as individual
facilitating or obstructive elements, rather than as decision-support crite-
ria related to the foundational pillars that the organization should oversee
for a strategic transition to the CE. The long-term benefits and success of
circular practices, in fact, require a strategic business approach based on
the main assets of governance, relations with stakeholders, and innovation
(Gennari, 2023). Previous studies on the CE in the context of SMEs have
largely lacked such an integrated approach (Zhu et al., 2022), but recent
studies tend to emphasize these elements as founding pillars for a transi-
tion towards more sustainable production and consumption models, also
in small and medium enterprises.

Governance plays a central role in guiding decisions related to sustain-
able development and their implementation (Kirchherr et al., 2018), posi-
tioning it as a key driver of a holistic transition toward circularity. The im-
plementation of corporate governance in SMEs can be challenging due to
the absence of standardized business structures, variations in board com-
position, and limited strategic planning processes (Singh and Pillai, 2022).
Furthermore, owners or managers of SMEs may hold varying perceptions
of risk: high levels of risk aversion can impede the adoption of CE prac-
tices, considering the difficulty in the assessment of future benefits (Rizos
et al., 2017). Nevertheless, governance would enable the CE performance
of SMEs thanks to management and leadership engaged in establishing a
circular culture and a strategic approach (Ahmadov et al., 2025).

Stakeholder expectations play a crucial role in shaping a successful
strategy: activating relationships with stakeholders is necessary for joining
forces and sharing the availability of different types of resources to effec-
tively implement CE strategies and close the loop (Oberholzer and Sachs,
2023; Rizos et al., 2017; Salvioni and Almici, 2020). Different stakeholder
groups play a critical role in influencing the adoption of CE within SMEs.
Active engagement with these stakeholders not only supports the imple-
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mentation of circular practices but also contributes to increasing stake-
holder satisfaction and strengthening the firm’s environmental legitimacy
(Baah et al., 2021).

Innovation is both a cornerstone and a catalyst for CE, driven by disrup-
tive technologies that have introduced transformations in products, pro-
cesses, business models, and relationship management once unimaginable
just a few decades ago (Skare et al., 2024; Suchek et al., 2021). Researchers
(Saunila, 2020) emphasize the capacity to innovate of SMEs and the im-
portance of multiple factors (e.g., leadership and organizational culture,
owner characteristics, network integration, resources availability, market
dynamics).

Tourism literature about SMEs cites these pillars as factors affecting
firms” competitiveness, giving a different emphasis to them. Some studies
focus primarily on leadership (Cong and Thu, 2021), relations and collabo-
ration networks (Maziliauske, 2024), and innovation (Nguyen et al., 2021;
Shi and Xiao, 2024). However, without a holistic and integrated vision of
the pillars that must be jointly addressed for a strategic transition — one
centered on long-term value creation — there is a risk that CE initiatives
may be reduced to sporadic actions driven by external pressures, short-
term needs, or immediate goals, or even result in greenwashing practices.

This research answers the call for a comprehensive understanding of the
approach that the tourism sector has towards CE. In this context, this paper
attempts to answer these research questions:

RQ1: What key criteria influence decision-making processes regard-
ing the adoption of CE practices in the tourism industry, considering both
drivers and barriers?

RQ2: Does the academic literature on CE in tourism adopt a fragmented
or integrated perspective?

In order to address these research questions, a methodological approach
that allows for a comprehensive exploration of governance, stakeholder
relations, and innovation factors was deemed necessary. Given the frag-
mented and diverse nature of the existing literature, a systematic literature
review combined with qualitative content analysis was chosen. This ap-
proach enables the identification of emerging patterns, contradictions, and
gaps, and supports the conceptualization of a more integrated framework
for CE adoption in the tourism sector.

3. Methodology
To address the research questions, we adopted a four-stage approach.

First, a systematic literature review was conducted following the PRISMA
(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses)
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protocol, ensuring transparency and replicability in the identification
and selection of relevant studies. Second, the emerging criteria identified
through the literature analysis were described and systematized. Third,
these criteria were coded in three analytical pillars — governance, stake-
holder relations, and innovation — thus enabling an analytical mapping. Fi-
nally, a comparative synthesis was carried out to assess the extent to which
the literature provides an integrated and holistic view of CE adoption in
tourism, identifying whether individual articles simultaneously address
drivers and barriers across all three pillars.

3.1 PRISMA analysis

In order to investigate the main drivers and barriers influencing the
adoption of CE practices in the tourism industry, we conducted a system-
atic literature review following the PRISMA protocol (Page et al., 2021).

The research was based on a systematic search carried out on the Scopus
database, selected for its comprehensive coverage of peer-reviewed publi-
cations in relevant disciplines. The search was performed in January 2024,
using specific keyword combinations: “circular economy” AND “tour-
ism”, “circular economy” AND “hospitality” applied to the title, abstract
and keywords. Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria guided the selection
process. Filters were applied to include only peer-reviewed journal articles
available at the date of data extraction, written in English, and categorized
under the subject areas of Business, Management and Accounting; Social
Sciences; and Economics, Econometrics and Finance. Conversely, abstracts,
editorials, book reviews, articles not accessible in full-text, and publica-
tions in languages other than English were excluded.

The selection of articles was conducted through a three-step process.
First, an initial screening was performed to exclude articles without full-
text availability. Second, titles and abstracts were reviewed to eliminate
works that were clearly irrelevant to the research objectives. Third, the full
texts of the remaining studies were examined in detail to assess their rel-
evance more accurately. This process was documented through a PRISMA
flow diagram.

From each selected study, relevant information was systematically ex-
tracted, including the authors, year of publication, type of study (frame-
work and conceptual model, review, case study, business models), level
of analysis (macro, meso — network and supply chain — micro), geographi-
cal focus, and research method adopted (qualitative, quantitative, mixed).
This dataset provided the basis for identifying, categorizing, and analyzing
the criteria according to the research questions guiding the study.

To ensure conceptual clarity and sectoral consistency, the scope of the
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review was limited to studies addressing private-sector tourism businesses,
with a specific focus on the hospitality and accommodation subsector. While
the term “tourism” encompasses a wide range of activities and organiza-
tions — including public bodies, cultural institutions, and destination man-
agement organizations — this study deliberately excluded those entities in
order to focus on firm-level CE strategies within private enterprises.

This choice is not merely taxonomical but responds to the profound
differences between public and private actors in how they approach cir-
cular economy initiatives. Private tourism businesses typically pursue CE
practices as tools to enhance operational efficiency, reduce costs, and gain
a competitive advantage by appealing to environmentally conscious con-
sumers. In contrast, public institutions tend to embrace CE logics as part
of broader efforts to promote systemic change, protect vulnerable ecosys-
tems, and ensure long-term public welfare. Decision-making processes also
differ substantially: private firms enjoy greater strategic and operational
flexibility, while public organizations are often constrained by bureaucratic
procedures, political accountability, and stakeholder pluralism.

Resource allocation and stakeholder engagement strategies further re-
flect these distinctions. Private actors have autonomy in deploying their
resources and primarily target end customers, whereas public institutions
must justify expenditures to political bodies and taxpayers, and engage
with a broader range of stakeholders, including local communities and
NGOs. Finally, public bodies both operate within and shape the regula-
tory environment, and their CE agendas may shift in response to political
cycles, while private enterprises are more agile but also more exposed to
market fluctuations.

3.2 Emerging criteria

After selecting the final sample of studies, the second stage of the meth-
odology focused on answering RQ1. To address this question, a detailed
analysis of each article was conducted to identify all criteria explicitly or
implicitly mentioned as influencing the adoption of CE practices. Both
drivers (i.e., enabling factors) and barriers (i.e., obstacles) were considered,
regardless of whether they were discussed at an organizational, sectoral, or
broader systemic level.

The analysis followed an inductive approach, allowing the criteria to
emerge directly from the literature without imposing any predefined cat-
egorization. Each article was carefully reviewed in its entirety, and relevant
elements were extracted manually. Particular attention was paid to captur-
ing the authors’ original wording and contextual nuances, to ensure an
accurate and faithful representation of the identified factors.
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The extracted criteria were initially described individually, with a fo-
cus on their definition, the mechanisms through which they influence de-
cision-making, and their specific relevance within the hospitality industry
context. Where similar or overlapping concepts were identified across dif-
ferent studies, they were grouped together through a process of thematic
clustering, aiming to synthesize the information without losing the diver-
sity of perspectives found in the literature.

This process resulted in a comprehensive and systematized list of key
criteria, providing the foundation for the subsequent phases of the analy-
sis. In the subsequent step of the research, the identified criteria were ag-
gregated to develop an analytical mapping and structured categorization
of the factors influencing the adoption of CE practices in the tourism in-
dustry, thereby enabling a more systematic interpretation of the findings.

3.3 Comparative synthesis

To address RQ2, a comparative synthesis of the classified criteria was
carried out. This phase aimed to assess the extent to which individual
studies offered a comprehensive and holistic approach to CE adoption, or
whether they focused narrowly on specific dimensions.

For each of the 64 articles included in the review, we examined whether
the criteria discussed were associated with all three analytical pillars (gov-
ernance, stakeholder relations, and innovation) or concentrated predomi-
nantly on one or two of them. Particular attention was paid to identifying
whether a single article addressed multiple criteria simultaneously across
the three dimensions, thus demonstrating an integrated understanding of
the interdependencies involved in CE adoption processes.

Findings and discussion
4.1. Descriptive analysis

The systematic literature review initially considered 124 articles, se-
lected according to the described methodology. A first screening was con-
ducted to identify articles without full-text or not accessible through the
Scopus database. In this phase, 12 articles were excluded. A second screen-
ing, based on titles and abstracts, enabled us to eliminate 41 articles, which
were not relevant to our study. Finally, an in-depth analysis of the remain-
ing full-text articles revealed that 7 were not specifically focused on the
topics of the research project. For this reason, they were excluded from the
systematic literature review (Fig. 1).
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Fig.1. Identification of studies to include in the SLR according to PRISMA
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Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Therefore, the systematic literature review was performed on 64 articles,
which covered a nine-year period, from 2016 to 2024 (Annex 1). However,
most articles have appeared since 2019, indicating a relatively recent inter-
est of scholars in the implementation of the CE by private businesses op-
erating within the tourism industry. More exactly, 61 articles (95.3%) were
published between 2019 and 2024, achieving a peak of 17 in 2022, while
only 3 papers (4.7%) dated back to 2016-2018. The greater attention that
circularity in tourism has raised in the current decade is probably due to
the proliferation of laws, regulations, standards and guidelines on the CE
at the global level, which can have a significant impact on firms.

As concerns the types of research adopted to analyze how the tourism
industry addresses the CE, the systematic literature review showed a clear
prevalence of the case study method, used in 30 articles (46.9%). This choice
may be explained by the need to develop a genuine understanding of how
hospitality and accommodation firms deal with a fairly new concept such
as the CE. The literature review also emphasized the existence of frame-
works and conceptual models aimed at explaining the role, characteristics
and functioning of the CE in the tourism private sector. This approach was
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identified in 15 articles (23.4%), which tried to formalize the interactions
between circularity and other relevant aspects for tourism firms. 11 review
articles (17.2%) were also found, while 8 papers (12.5%) focused on circular
business models in tourism.

Consistently with the high percentage of case studies emerging from
the review, the majority of the articles (34, equal to 53.1%) presented mi-
cro-level analyses focused on specific firms. Only 12 studies (18.8%) con-
tained meso-level analyses of networks and supply chains. The remaining
18 papers (28.1%) described the results of studies carried out at macro-
level. Furthermore, 26 papers (40.6%) investigated the implementation of
CE practices in the hospitality industry of a specific geographic area, such
as a country.

According to the prevalence of case studies, most articles adopted a
qualitative research methodology (44, equal to 68.8%), whereas a quantita-
tive one was implemented in 17 studies (26.6%). Finally, 3 papers used a
mixed methodology (4.7%).

4.2 Content analysis

The following presents the criteria identified in the literature, grouped
according to whether they represent drivers, barriers, or take a mixed ap-
proach to the implementation of CE practices in the hospitality and accom-
modation subsector.

The main factors that act as drivers in decisions concerning the EC can
be traced back mainly to: the mental attitude of the subjects involved, the
search for economic convenience thanks to a more effective management
of resources and activities, and the will to cooperate, with particular regard
to situations of disadvantage and geographical isolation of the companies
that offer the tourist service.

For businesses in the hospitality industry, the success of CE strategies
largely depends on guests’ cultural readiness to embrace and actively en-
gage with them. In this regard, a key element is the clients’ mindset change,
with a growing demand for sustainable tourism options such as eco-mobil-
ity, low-impact accommodations, and culturally authentic experiences ei-
ther provided or supported by hotels and other accommodations (Annex
1: articles 7, 9, 10, 17, 27, 31, 32, 39, 41, 42, 46, 55, 59, 60, 64). On the supply
side, eco-design plays a crucial role in boosting circularity by introduc-
ing reusable, recyclable, and easy-to-repair solutions — such as modular
bricks or adaptable furnishings — into hotel facilities (Annex 1: articles
3, 4, 22, 33, 38, 44, 58). This ties directly into the driver of economic con-
venience, as circular practices often generate significant cost savings, an
objective typically pursued by private firms. Improved energy efficiency,
optimized resource use, and better waste management help reduce opera-
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tional costs, while creative reuse of materials — such as upcycled or recy-
cled furniture sourced from local households — adds both value and local
identity (Annex 1: articles 1, 4, 7, 11, 14, 24, 31, 38, 39). A less visible but
equally important factor is the employees’ mindset change, which can be
achieved through cross-functional training in sustainability practices and
by rethinking traditional hierarchical structures in favor of new, participa-
tory and incentive-based approaches (Annex 1: articles 7, 48, 61). At the
operational level, energy management becomes a key enabler of circularity,
focusing on reducing consumption through efficient technologies — like
motion sensors, LED lighting, and solar heating systems — and increas-
ing reliance on renewable energy sources such as wind power (Annex 1:
articles 8, 17, 18, 29, 30, 33, 37, 42, 50, 55). Strategic procurement practices
also play a role: changing hotels’ purchasing behavior by prioritizing bio-
degradable, modular, repairable, and reusable products is essential (Annex
1: articles 3, 19, 30, 33). Lastly, in insular contexts, interisland cooperation
emerges as a valuable strategy. By fostering collaboration between hotels
located in islands that face similar environmental and logistical challenges
— especially in transportation — CE initiatives can be more effectively im-
plemented at the local level (Annex 1: article 59).

Despite the increasing attention to sustainability, the transition toward
CE in the hospitality sector faces significant barriers, which form an inter-
connected system involving market dynamics, cost structures, regulatory
gaps, supply chain complexity, and organizational culture.

On the demand side, a persistent obstacle is the consumers’ low willing-
ness to pay for CE offerings. While tourists express interest in sustainabil-
ity, most are reluctant to spend more on circular products due to limited
awareness of the impacts, high price sensitivity, and resistance to changing
their habits (Annex 1: articles 9, 24, 27, 31, 39, 55, 57). These tendencies are
reinforced by only niche markets for CE offerings, where demand remains
too limited to scale up circular models. Closely tied to consumer behavior
is the issue of perceived quality. Many tourism operators face a trade-off
between sustainability and service quality, as guests may see circular prac-
tices — such as reduced water pressure from eco-showers — as service
downgrades. This creates tension between offering environmentally re-
sponsible options and maintaining guest satisfaction (Annex 1: articles 9,
11, 16), which obviously remains a priority for all private businesses.

Economically, the cost structure of CE models represents a major hurdle.
High initial investments, labor-intensive processes like waste treatment,
and insufficient economies of scale make circular solutions financially bur-
densome (Annex 1: articles 1, 4, 7, 11, 14, 24, 31, 38, 39). Additionally, re-
verse logistics costs, associated with the return and processing of materi-
als, further deter firms from adopting resource recovery systems (Annex 1:
articles 19, 38, 44).
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From a strategic perspective, businesses often lack the tools and infor-
mation necessary to assess CE feasibility. The estimation of costs and ben-
efits related to circular initiatives is complex and resource intensive. Even
tools like Life Cycle Assessment (LCA), though valuable, are difficult to
apply in practice, especially for small and medium enterprises (Annex 1:
articles 2, 5, 11, 16, 27, 27, 39, 44). This is compounded by the inadequacy
of existing technologies to support CE, which are often expensive, not us-
er-friendly, or incompatible with heritage buildings and safety standards
(Annex 1: articles 22, 31, 39, 60).

These economic and technological constraints are amplified by systemic
weaknesses in governance. Many destinations suffer from limited govern-
ment assistance (Annex 1: articles 5, 13, 34, 39), with limited financial incen-
tives, CE policies, or training programs specifically tailored to tourism (An-
nex 1: articles 11, 13, 22, 28, 39, 43). Even when such measures exist, they are
hampered by inefficient governmental structures, excessive bureaucracy,
and fragmented regulations (Annex 1: article 39). A particularly critical area
for hotels and other accommodations is the lack of government support in
waste disposal, where poor enforcement and administrative burdens un-
dermine proper circular waste management (Annex 1: articles 7).

Within the supply chain, the difficulty to empower the supply chain /
value chain remains a persistent issue. The fragmented nature of the tour-
ism sector, lack of certified suppliers, and weak collaboration mechanisms
prevent the alignment of circular objectives across stakeholders (Annex 1:
articles 2, 4, 20, 31, 39, 40, 54, 62, 63). This lack of coordination also results
in poor transparency in the value chain, where the absence of traceability
tools and information-sharing platforms makes circular planning nearly
impossible (Annex 1: articles 22, 31, 39, 43, 54, 55).

On the human capital side, the lack of experts in CE to hire and the limit-
ed number of CE training opportunities prevent organizations from build-
ing the internal competencies needed to adopt and scale circular practices.
At the same time, there is widespread resistance to organizational change
(Annex 1: article 39). Hotel managers often operate under time pressure,
within rigid hierarchies, with a mindset focused on short-term metrics like
customer ratings, which discourages long-term strategic planning (Annex
1: articles 15, 27, 35, 39, 45). Similarly, shareholders’ mindset induces own-
ers and investors — especially under franchising models — to prioritize
short-term returns over long-term sustainability (Annex 1: article 39).

The transition of hotels and other accommodations toward a CE is also
shaped by a complex interplay of enabling drivers and persistent barriers
which, as evidenced by the reviewed studies, often interact closely and
are deeply interconnected across technological, environmental, organiza-
tional, and socio-political domains.
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From a technological standpoint, access to advanced technology plays
a key role in facilitating circular practices. Digital platforms, mobile apps,
and other smart tools can promote reuse, upcycling, and sustainable be-
havior among tourists. However, these technologies are often employed to
meet short-term needs and not integrated into long-term circular strategies
(Annex 1: articles 9, 20, 22, 38, 52, 54, 61). To overcome this, technological
support by experts becomes essential, especially as hospitality firms are
typically end-users rather than developers of such technologies. Expert
guidance enables more effective use of innovations like solar panels and
wastewater treatment systems (Annex 1: articles 1, 4, 7, 36, 61, 62).

Yet, the effective deployment of technology must be supported by ap-
propriate skills. A major barrier remains the lack of knowledge and exper-
tise, including limited training in waste management, confusion around
CE definitions, and inconsistent use of tools like LCA (Annex 1: articles 9,
16, 24, 27, 31, 44, 60). On the other hand, personal empowerment by man-
agers, when present, enhances CE adoption by equipping decision-makers
with a deeper understanding of key principles (Annex 1: article 7). This is
closely tied to managers’ environmental personal concern, where ecologi-
cal awareness translates into more committed leadership (Annex 1: articles
6,7, 14,26, 27).

Organizational and stakeholder dynamics are another critical area that
may either impede or facilitate the implementation of CE practices in pri-
vate-sector tourism firms. The adoption of CE is often slowed by difficulties
in establishing key partnerships and a multi-stakeholder approach, due to
fragmented responsibilities and limited trust. Nevertheless, successful col-
laboration — such as between universities and businesses — can spark in-
novation and resilience (Annex 1: articles 2, 20, 27, 36, 39, 54, 62). Similarly,
private—public cooperation fosters the integration of CE principles by align-
ing policy objectives with local business needs (Annex 1: articles 16, 20, 54,
55), while transparency in both corporate sustainability and financial prac-
tices builds trust and promotes accountability (Annex 1: articles 3, 9, 16, 43).

Local engagement is particularly important. The local community as a
key actor is indispensable in creating socially inclusive and culturally em-
bedded circular tourism, thus reinforcing the continuity of business opera-
tions in hospitality. Models such as ecovillages show how inclusion, shared
decision-making, and co-creation can drive sustainability (Annex 1: articles
2,7,20,21,24,27,31, 33, 38,42, 51, 52, 54, 58). Moreover, raising customers’
awareness in waste management — through initiatives like doggy bags,
responsible ordering, or shared platforms — helps tourists become active
participants in CE (Annex 1: articles 11, 42, 55). Supporting this behavioral
shift also involves promoting sustainable recognition (reputation) through
certifications and heritage projects, which improve both image and impact
(Annex 1: articles 2, 20, 22, 47, 56, 58).

74



Environmental management represents another major area of opportu-
nity. Effective waste management is essential to circular tourism, involv-
ing sorting, reuse, upcycling, and adaptive reuse of buildings (Annex 1:
articles 1, 12, 18, 19, 26, 30, 37, 38, 58, 60). Complementing this, water man-
agement measures such as low-flow appliances, rainwater harvesting, and
sustainable treatment systems help reduce consumption and waste (Annex
1: articles 18, 23, 25, 30, 37, 44, 50, 53, 58). Likewise, the adoption of sustain-
able products — local, low-impact, and resource-efficient — enhances cir-
cularity while integrating cultural authenticity into the tourist experience
(Annex 1: articles 9, 22, 24).

However, these strategies are often hampered by economic and struc-
tural concerns. Perceptions of financial risks deter investment in circular
models, as these often involve high upfront costs and delayed returns (An-
nex 1: articles 16, 24, 39, 43, 60). At the same time, the economic damage
perception linked to environmental degradation in tourist destinations
should act as a warning, reinforcing the need for protection and restora-
tion strategies (Annex 1: articles 22, 43, 54).

While circular investments may be risky, they can be incentivized
through targeted policies that motivate hotels to adapt their behavior in
view of potential cost savings or enhanced contributions to environmen-
tal preservation. For example, waste tariff policy — such as pay-as-you-
throw schemes — can encourage hotels to reduce and sort waste (Annex
1: article 19). Broader public transport strengthening also supports CE by
facilitating access to tourism services while reducing environmental pres-
sure, particularly in remote or vulnerable destinations (Annex 1: article 59).
Mobility and logistics are also critical levers. Promoting sustainable mobil-
ity through bike-sharing, e-shuttles, and electric vehicle services reduces
resource use and supports cleaner travel (Annex 1: articles 3, 17, 49).

Ultimately, overcoming the barriers and leveraging the drivers of CE in
tourism requires a coordinated, long-term commitment involving institu-
tions, firms, local communities, and tourists. Building capacity, fostering
cooperation, and aligning values are fundamental to achieving a truly cir-
cular, sustainable tourism model.

4.3 Mapping criteria and discussion

In order to examine the level of integration among the three elements
identified as key pillars for a transition towards more sustainable produc-
tion and consumption patterns, the criteria emerging from the literature
review were assigned to the pillars based on the underlying mechanisms
through which each enabling or hindering factor operated (Fig. 2). Specifi-
cally, the governance pillar encompasses criteria related to decision-mak-
ing structures, public policies, regulatory mechanisms, and institutional
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coordination frameworks. This includes, for example, the presence of clear
strategies, political support, and the establishment of guidelines or incen-
tives that steer CE adoption at a systemic level (Kirchherr et al., 2018). The
stakeholder relations pillar refers to the capacity of involved actors — such
as businesses, local communities, institutions, customers, and other stake-
holders - to collaborate, build mutual trust, align objectives, and coordinate
actions. Criteria associated with this pillar include levels of participation,
interorganizational dialogue, and the activation of collaborative networks
(Freeman, 1994). Finally, the innovation pillar comprises factors linked to
the development or implementation of new solutions, technologies, busi-
ness models, or operational practices that support the transition toward
circularity. This includes, for instance, digitalization, the experimentation
of regenerative models, and the integration of sustainable practices into
tourism operations (Skare et al., 2024).

Fig. 2. Mapping of criteria emerging from the literature analysis to the three pillars

GOVERNANCE STAKEHOLDER RELATIONS INNOVATION
1. Government support 1. Personal empowerment by managers 1. Economic convenience
2. Government support in waste disposal 2. Managers’ environmental personal concern 2. Cost structure
3. Lack of CE support by the government 3. Clients’ mindset change 3. Estimation of costs and benefits
4. Inefficient governmental structures 4. Employees’ mindset change 4. Trade-off between sustainability and service quality
5. Waste tariff policy 5. Shareholders’ mindset change 5. Inadequacy of existing technologies to support CE
6. Private - public cooperation 6. Managers’ mindset change 6. Technological support by experts
7. Public transport strengthening 7. Lack of experts on CE to hire and CE training offerings 7. Hotels’ purchasing behavior and leasing solutions
8. Interisland cooperation 8. Local community as a key actor 8. Energy management
9. Key partners & multi-stakeholder approach 9. Water management
10. Economic damage perception 10. Waste management
11. Financial risks 11. Eco-design
12. Transparency 12. Sustainable mobility
13. Transparency in the value chain 13. Access to advanced technology
14, Raising 2 inwaste 14. Reverse logistics costs
15. Sustainable recognition (reputation) 15. Empower supply chain / value chain
16. Only niche markets for CE offerings 16. Sustainable products
17. Consumers’ low willingness to pay for CE offerings
18. (Lack of) knowledge and expertise

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

This classification allowed for the organization and coherence of a mul-
titude of heterogeneous elements, facilitating the interpretation of the un-
derlying dynamics and providing an analytical foundation useful for as-
sessing the degree of integration of the criteria present in the reviewed
literature.

By analyzing the research findings, it emerges how literature does not
adopt an integrated approach with reference to the main drivers and barri-
ers across governance, stakeholder relations and innovation pillars (Fig. 3).
In particular, the findings show a clear focus on the stakeholder relations
and innovation pillars, which are the main dimensions where the circular
economy topic has been addressed by the selected actors (private tourism
firms); indeed, these two pillars have been investigated by scholars respec-
tively 96 and 97 times, by citing some of the criteria explained in the find-
ings’ section.
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Fig. 3. The CE criteria across the selected pillars
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Source: Authors’ elaboration.

In this regard, the literature mainly focuses on two dimensions — inno-
vation and stakeholder relations — where firms and tourists play a relevant
role in order to stimulate the diffusion of CE principles in tourism, by pro-
moting innovation and the change of relevant stakeholders” mindset. The
selected literature has demonstrated that tourist firms are aware that the
diffusion of CE practices can be boosted by innovation and stakeholder
relations. Innovation involves several aspects such as products, processes,
business models and strategic thinking that should be continuously revised
in order to achieve the competitive advantage, especially through disrup-
tive innovations modifying the existing business models (Skare et al., 2024;
Suchek et al., 2021). The development of innovative processes refers to the
need — typical of private firms (specifically hotels and hospitality actors)
— of creating a durable competitive advantage, in order to improve perfor-
mance. Innovation is a driver for long-term success, facilitating the intro-
duction of new services-products, the reduction of costs and the ability to
ensure the continuous fulfilment of customers’ expectations. The analyzed
literature underlines the need for private tourism firms to integrate in their
strategies the innovation goal, in order to acquire new markets and achieve
high profitability according to sustainability conditions.

In this regard, tourist firms are required to create strategic alliances en-
gaging all relevant parties and implementing eco-innovation principles; in
this context, incremental innovation — which is typical of SMEs — should be
replaced by radical innovation which makes the transition process shorter
(Suchek et al., 2021). Innovation has been recognized as a typical SME's ca-
pability, contributing to create sustainable value, by revising the traditional
business models, the operational processes and the firm’s offering and by
developing open-innovation initiatives engaging multiple partners to cre-
ate high returns on research and development investments (Robayo-Acufia
and Chams-Anturi, 2025; Saunila, 2020). In particular, open-innovation is
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strongly linked to the second pillar (stakeholder relations) as it is generally
developed through a participatory process of social actors, in order to in-
troduce new tourism products, according to CE principles.

Similarly, the effective transition from the linear model to the circular
one requires the establishment of long-term relationships with the key-
stakeholders, to obtain the resources needed and to effectively orient cus-
tomers’ behaviors towards CE principles (Oberholzer and Sachs, 2023;
Rizos et al., 2017). To reach this goal, it is required to create value for all the
relevant stakeholders, according to engagement, collaboration and contin-
uous dialogue. In this context, hotels and hospitality actors play a relevant
role, considering their autonomy and flexibility to decide how to invest the
available resources for the establishment of long-lasting relationships with
the relevant stakeholders. In particular, the possibility of selecting the ways
and the resources to establish relationships with the stakeholders enables
the exploitation of the contribution that the tourists” practices provide to
the development of CE. Indeed, tourists are important co-producers of
tourism experiences, as they can actively contribute to create the tourist’s
services (Serensen and Baerenholdt, 2020). Thus, the implementation of
effective CE strategies requires the establishment of a virtual loop between
tourist firms and stakeholders, positively affecting the way of thinking,
behaving and the availability of needed resources.

The above-stated evidence is also demonstrated by the limited number
of articles (in total, only 11) where there is a cross-cutting attention for all
the three selected pillars, but the highest emphasis is given to the innova-
tion and stakeholder relations” dimensions. With reference to these pillars,
the literature identifies the key-variables affecting — on a voluntary basis
— the firms’ and tourists” behaviors, according to conditions of increasing
circularity and awareness.

By contrast, the governance — which mainly refers to external variables —
is significantly neglected; the selected articles cite the criteria related to this
pillar only 24 times. These findings demonstrate that literature neglects the
importance of the role played by the governance in the development of CE
good practices by hotels and hospitality actors. This evidence underlies, on
the one hand, a limitation in terms of conceptual framework and, on the
other hand, the need to develop a more integrated perspective, based on
the recognition of the relevance of political and decision-making structures
and regulatory framework. Indeed, the diffusion of best CE practices in
the touristic industry cannot disregard the support that the public admin-
istration may provide, mainly in terms of economic incentives to the firms,
training, cooperation between public and private, improvement of the
infrastructures, reduction of inefficiencies and bureaucratic burden. This
component plays a relevant role in enabling firms to develop successful
innovative processes and orient the relations with stakeholders toward an
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effective safeguard of the ecosystem and the available natural resources.
The findings related to the governance pillar are likely to be affected by the
firm’s size; indeed, the most of the private tourism firms are SMEs gener-
ally focused on the operational processes and the establishment of effective
networks among the key-actors, neglecting, by contrast, the governance di-
mension which usually plays a relevant role in large companies to achieve
sustainable development conditions (Rizos et al., 2017). There are several
reasons underlying the low attention of SMEs to governance, including
the lack of a strategic integrated perspective, the low-risk exposure, the
weak board’s circular culture, the limited enforcement of CG practices, and
the lack of skilled boards (Singh and Pillai, 2022). SMEs are usually run
by individual owners, without establishing formal corporate governance
bodies and relying on family financial resources, in order to minimize risks
(Romano et al., 2001).

Indeed, it has been observed how the adoption of CE practices by SMEs
is generally slower and partial as compared to large corporations, which
are facilitated by the availability of needed resources and are characterized
by a more developed cultural system (Jain et al., 2024).

The lack of an integrated approach is also demonstrated by the differ-
ent extent of the scholars’ attention on the most investigated pillars; with
reference to innovation and stakeholder relations, the number of citations
of criteria are usually discordant with each other, underlying a perspec-
tive substantially focused only on a specific pillar (i.e., either innovation or
stakeholder relations).

The findings obtained by analyzing the literature demonstrate the lack
of a holistic and integrated perspective, which is needed for the transition
toward the CE, in favor of a fragmented approach, facilitating the develop-
ment of ineffective initiatives for the value creation over the long run. The
creation of sustainable value requires the firms — referring to the hospitality
sector — to develop integrated initiatives aimed at combining innovation,
stakeholder engagement and decision-making processes.

Findings also demonstrate that the transition of private tourism busi-
nesses from linear to circular economy is gradual and not fast (Siegel et al.,
2019); it requires a step-by-step process that mainly involves, at the begin-
ning, the innovation and the stakeholder relations’ pillars. The focus on
the above-stated dimensions demonstrates how private tourism firms pay
attention to efficiency, the improvement of profitability and the achieve-
ment of competitive advantage, by stimulating environmentally responsi-
ble consumers’ behaviors.

These results also depend on the investigated tourist businesses’ size,
which is generally small or medium; indeed, SMEs are typically character-
ized by limited financial resources (Antony et al., 2016), and they usually
neglect the corporate governance dimension (Kukanja et al., 2020). How-
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ever, it has been underlined how SMEs are the key-actors for the effective
transition from the linear economy model to the circular one. Thus, there is
the urgent need that private tourism firms develop the needed capabilities
and obtain the resources required to enable this shift by exploiting the well-
known SMEs’ attitude to develop sustainability practices (Ahmadov et al.,
2025). However, the selected literature has underlined that the main efforts
mainly refer to: the innovation of processes and business models in order to
take advantage of the new opportunities to achieve competitive advantage;
to develop long-lasting relationships with the key-stakeholders. In this re-
gard, corporate culture is lacking mainly in terms of awareness that govern-
ance identifies a fundamental driver for taking decisions, facilitating the
achievement of sustainable development conditions and circular economy
principles. This aspect characterizes the SMEs, which are not always aware
of the opportunities provided by CE transition (Gennari, 2023).

Hence, the transition process is still in progress, and it could be further
improved in order to develop an integrated and cross-cutting perspective
involving all three selected pillars, in order to transform the potential barri-
ers into opportunities for creating value for the community. Only a holistic
and aware approach addressing all three relevant pillars can facilitate the
transition of tourism businesses - operating in the hospitality sector - from
the linear model to the circular one, transforming the way of doing busi-
ness and mitigating the related impact on environmental and social dimen-
sions (Gennari, 2023).

5. Conclusion, limitations and future research directions

This study contributes to the academic debate on CE in the tourism sec-
tor. By conducting a systematic literature review and a qualitative synthesis
of peer-reviewed articles, the paper moves beyond descriptive accounts of
circular practices to uncover the mechanisms that shape decision-making
processes within tourism firms. Through the classification of enabling and
hindering factors along three key dimensions — governance, stakeholder
relations, and innovation — this study highlights not only the multiplicity
of elements involved but also the significant asymmetry in how they are
treated within the literature. While innovation and stakeholder engage-
ment are well-represented and thoroughly discussed, governance emerges
as a notably underexplored domain. This gap is theoretically meaningful:
it reflects a persistent bias toward firm-centric and behaviorally oriented
analyses, which tend to overlook the structural and institutional condi-
tions that enable circular transformation (Kirchherr et al., 2018). Such an
imbalance risks reducing CE to a set of voluntary, market-driven initiatives
rather than recognizing it as a systemic transition requiring coordinated
and multi-level action across the public and private spheres.
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The analytical lens proposed in this paper provides a contribution for
future research aimed at building more integrated models of CE imple-
mentation in service-based industries. It reinforces the view that circularity
should be understood not as a singular intervention or technical fix, but as
a multidimensional transition, where governance mechanisms, stakehold-
er collaboration, and innovation dynamics are mutually reinforcing and
must be activated in parallel. This perspective aligns with broader schol-
arly discussions on sustainability transitions, institutional change, and the
co-evolution of business and policy systems (Markard et al., 2012).

Furthermore, the review responds to recent calls in the literature for
a move away from fragmented and ad hoc interpretations of CE, toward
more holistic and theory-informed approaches (Merli et al., 2018). It en-
courages scholars to revisit the conceptual underpinnings of circularity
in tourism by drawing on insights from strategic management, organiza-
tional theory, and public governance. In particular, the findings suggest
that advancing CE in this sector will require reframing it not only as an
operational or managerial shift, but as a governance challenge — one that
demands legitimacy, long-term vision, and cross-sectoral coordination.

Ultimately, this study offers both a diagnostic and a foundation: a map
of the existing gaps in literature, and a call for more integrative frame-
works that reflect the complexity and ambition of circular economy transi-
tions in the tourism ecosystem.

From a managerial perspective, the findings highlight the importance of
aligning internal capabilities (such as innovation and stakeholder engage-
ment) with external enabling conditions (such as public incentives, regula-
tory clarity, and infrastructure support). For tourism firms — especially
SMEs — this means recognizing that the success of CE practices depends
not only on operational or technological improvements, but also on the
ability to navigate and influence institutional frameworks. Managers are
encouraged to adopt a more strategic approach that integrates circularity
into core business models, cultivates collaborative networks, and engages
with local communities.

Despite its contributions, the study presents several limitations. First, it
is based on a literature sample retrieved in early 2024 and exclusively from
the Scopus database, which, while comprehensive, may exclude relevant
studies indexed elsewhere or published in other languages. Second, the
analysis focuses only on peer-reviewed journal articles, potentially over-
looking practical insights from industry reports, grey literature, or policy
documents. Third, the classification of criteria into the three pillars — al-
though grounded in theoretical reasoning — inevitably involves a degree
of interpretative subjectivity.

Future studies should aim to deepen the exploration of governance-re-
lated factors in CE implementation, particularly in tourism. This includes
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examining how policy design, institutional arrangements, and multilevel
governance models can enable or hinder circular strategies. Considering
that the present research focuses its analysis on private companies in the
tourism sector, a future area of research could adopt a more holistic ap-
proach to the contextual environment — from sectoral, political-legislative,
social, economic, and technological perspectives — in which these compa-
nies operate. Such factors can significantly influence the type and extent of
governance, stakeholder relationships, and innovation, especially when it
comes to implementing a CE business approach in a given territory.
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Abstract

Purpose. The present study analyses the role of young people in
entrepreneurship and tourism in peripheral Italian areas, with a
particular focus on the Marche region. The objective of the study
is to understand the degree of attachment of young people to the
territory, their perceptions of local resources, and the barriers that
hinder their active involvement in the tourism and entrepreneurial
development of these areas.

Design/methodology/approach. The research is grounded in a
quantitative survey conducted through a structured questionnaire,
administered to a sample of 313 young individuals (aged 18-35) re-
siding in the Basso Appennino Pesarese and Ancona area (ABPA).
The analysis explores four key areas: development priorities, mobil-
ity models, community involvement, and the enhancement of the
local tourism offer.

Findings. The results of the study demonstrate the pivotal func-
tion of tourism and services in the economic development of pe-
ripheral regions. There is a notable interest among young people in
the advancement of these areas. Nevertheless, the analysis reveals
critical concerns pertaining to mobility, inadequate infrastructure,
and a paucity of cultural events and networking prospects. The
aspiration to reside in these areas is frequently impeded by the per-
ception of limited employment and business prospects.

Practical and Social implications. The study provides valuable
indications for the formulation of public policies and the develop-
ment of local strategies, suggesting actions to enhance infrastruc-
ture, promote youth entrepreneurship and integrate local communi-
ties and tourism. The strengthening of social networks and the active
involvement of young people are identified as pivotal elements for the
economic and social sustainability of peripheral regions.
Originality of the study. The present paper makes a contribu-
tion to the ongoing debate on the development of peripheral areas.
It achieves this by highlighting the active role of young people in
the local economy, as demonstrated through tourism and entrepre-
neurship. The empirical analysis it presents offers novel perspec-
tives for understanding territorial dynamics in marginal contexts.
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1. Introduction

In Italy, tourism has traditionally been concentrated in a few iconic ar-
eas, such as major art cities (Rome, Florence, Venice) and renowned seaside
destinations (Amalfi Coast, Sardinia, Cinque Terre). However, this con-
centration frequently causes issues of overcrowding and environmental
impact while creating significant disparities between central regions and
more peripheral areas (PAs), which risk exclusion from tourist flows and
losing strategic resources for their development.

PAs - often overlooked compared to more famous destinations - rep-
resent a fundamental component of Italy’s tourism landscape. These ar-
eas, characterized by historic villages, unspoiled natural landscapes, and
authentic cultural traditions, provide an invaluable heritage, deserving
of attention and enhancement. They have been identified as key drivers
for regional and national development, being potentially fertile ground
for entrepreneurial growth (Barca et al., 2014; Roundy, 2019; Scott, 2006).
Specifically, economic studies on the entrepreneurial ecosystems of small
towns associate PAs with large metropolitan areas, as they can leverage
their available resources, local networks, and the benefits of community-
driven actions supporting entrepreneurship (Wiggins and Proctor, 2001;
Barca et al., 2014; Pezzi and Urso, 2016; Prashantham and Battacharyya,
2020; Roundy, 2019).

These areas hold immense potential for sustainable and authentic tour-
ism by promoting unique experiences connected to nature, local traditions,
and gastronomic initiatives. In this respect, tourism can serve as a catalyst
for social and economic regeneration, addressing challenges such as de-
population and unemployment.

Realizing this potential requires collaborative efforts from institutions,
local communities, and tourism operators. Investments in infrastructure,
marketing, and community engagement are essential, with particular at-
tention to involving youth as key-drivers of innovation and entrepreneur-
ship. Young people, indeed, due to their creativity and innovation ability,
can become promoters of sustainable and attractive solutions for tourism
development. Hence, they should be encouraged to participate in entrepre-
neurial initiatives capable of enhancing the artistic, cultural, gastronomic,
and natural capital characterizing these areas.

To achieve this, it is necessary to investigate not only the economic and
entrepreneurial initiatives undertaken by young people living in PAs, but
also their attachment to the territory, perceptions of local resources, pri-
mary needs, and interest in promoting tourism development.

The aim of this study is to explore these aspects to understand what can
improve young people’s attachment to PAs and direct involvement in their
economic, social, and tourism development. Specifically, the study seeks
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to investigate: (i) the perceptions of young people regarding the cultural,
natural, and social heritage of PAs, as well as their level of attachment to
the territory; (ii) their interest and willingness to engage in entrepreneurial
initiatives related to tourism and local traditions; and (iii) the perceived
deficiencies in essential and collective services (e.g., infrastructure, trans-
portation, business support, digital connectivity) that hinder retention and
active engagement.

The study relies on a survey based on a structured questionnaire ad-
ministered to a sample of 313 individuals aged 18-35 living in a selected
area of the Marche region. This area meets the typical criteria for defining
a PA, as it is significantly distant from the main centers offering essential
services such as education, healthcare, and mobility; characterized by the
presence of significant environmental and cultural resources; and shaped
by a heterogeneous landscape, resulting from the natural and anthropo-
genic dynamics influencing it over time (Barca et al., 2014).

The research has significant implications both from a scientific perspec-
tive and for managerial and policy considerations. On the one hand, it ac-
tively contributes to the scientific debate on the development and strength-
ening of PAs - topics increasingly central to political and social discourse
- by elucidating opportunities and limitations associated with living in
such areas, as well as the real entrepreneurial and tourism opportunities
they present. On the other hand, it offers valuable insights for designing
policies aimed at stimulating youth entrepreneurship and fostering the en-
gagement of younger generations in the revitalization and economic, so-
cial, and tourism-related renewal of PAs.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section two reviews the
literature on young people, peripheral areas, and tourism while in Section
three, the research methodology is outlined. Section four presents the sur-
vey results. Finally, the fifth and sixth sections are dedicated to the discus-
sion and conclusion, respectively.

2. Literature review

2.1 Young people and PAs: challenges and opportunities

Peripheral Areas (PAs) are “spaces and places” characterized by greater
backwardness and a lower level of development compared to what typical-
ly defines a modern society (Korsgaard, 2015a). They have been variously
defined in the literature (e.g., “remote areas”: Ardener, 2012; “inner areas”:
Barca et al., 2014; Servillo et al., 2017; “rural areas”: OECD, 2006, 2019; Pugh
and Dubois, 2021; Woods and McDonagh, 2011) and analyzed across multi-
ple disciplinary fields (Pezzi and Urso, 2016; Pugh and Dubois, 2021). From
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a sociological perspective, research has mainly focused on issues of exclu-
sion and social marginalization resulting from geographic peripherality
(Herrschel, 2017). In contrast, the economic perspective often highlights the
dual nature of PAs, emphasizing both the limited economic opportunities
in terms of innovation and access to essential resources such as technology,
capital, and labor (Prashantham and Bhattacharyya, 2020) and their poten-
tial to serve as triggers of regional and national development by fostering
entrepreneurship (Barca et al., 2014; Roundy, 2019; Scott, 2006).

Despite their potential, PAs have long suffered the effects of urbaniza-
tion, which since the 19th century has led to an increasing abandonment of
rural municipalities and historic villages, resulting in severe consequences,
including service reduction, financial distress, and social degradation. Re-
cent data on Italian demographic dynamics estimates an overall popula-
tion decline by 2030 (from 58.9 to 57.9 million) and confirms that depopu-
lation will primarily affect the country’s smaller urban areas, predicting
an 80% population drop in rural municipalities (ISTAT, 2023). Notably, in
the Marche region, this trend mirrors national dynamics, with the inland
areas (e.g., Urbino: -8.1%, Ascoli Piceno: -7.6%, Macerata: -4.5%) experienc-
ing greater population decline compared to coastal cities such as Ancona
(-2.8%), Fano (-2.2%), and San Benedetto del Tronto (-0.7%).

This phenomenon is largely due to ongoing social, economic, and tech-
nological changes, causing the emergence of new values, expectations, and
consumption models, particularly among younger generations. Today’s
youth are increasingly informed, guided by interests such as sustainability
and social participation, and oriented towards mobility as an opportunity to
acquire essential skills, experience different cultures, engage actively in soci-
ety, and improve career prospects (Borojevic et al., 2023). These trends reflect
new lifestyle habits and reduce the attractiveness of PAs, leading to resident
outmigration, youth unemployment, and a lack of entrepreneurial activity.

Nonetheless, entrepreneurship could play a key role in fostering the eco-
nomic growth of PAs (Korsgaard et al., 2015b), even in a context of increas-
ing global competition (Woods and McDonagh, 2011) and economic crisis
(Sanchez-Zamora et al., 2014; Sdnchez-Zamora and Gallardo-Cobos, 2020).

The central role of entrepreneurship in regional development processes
has been recognized in the literature (Reid, 1987; Gladwin et al., 1989; Mal-
ecki, 1993; Huggins and Thompson, 2015; Korsgaard et al, 2015a; Korsgaard
et al, 2015b; Bacq et al., 2022; Travasi and Mutignani, 2023). On “rural”
entrepreneurship, an important contribution comes from Korsgaard et al.
(2015b), emphasising the role that place has on the organisational structure
of the enterprise and its role at the local level. Unlike space, a mere set of re-
sources in the profit-making process, place also includes strong social and
cultural components that are intertwined with the organisational structure
and modus operandi of the firm itself, making its activities unique and not
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replicable in other territories (Korsgaard et al, 2015b; Zamagni and Venturi,

2017; Wright et al., 2022). The territory in turn receives benefits from this

link in terms of economic development, increased resilience, and contain-

ment of depopulation.

As a result of this, the entrepreneurial potential of PAs lies in the valori-
zation of “untapped territorial capital” (Barca et al., 2014), including both
material and immaterial factors such as:

e Historical and artistic heritage: from north to south, Adriatic to Tyrrhe-
nian, every part of Italy boasts unique historical significance. Beyond
famous urban centers, many small settlements (villages, castles, ab-
beys) hold high artistic and cultural value.

¢ Semi-natural systems: Unused agricultural and forest land is a vital
resource not only for primary industries but also for tourism, as seen
in agritourism and nature reserves.

e Territorial and community stewardship: Preserving artistic and natu-
ral capital requires involving local populations as custodians of their
territory, rather than relying solely on sporadic public interventions.

e Craftsmanship and artisanal know-how: Artisanal excellence flour-
ishes in PAs, often featuring specialized small districts and brands of
European relevance.

This territorial capital provides a foundation for new entrepreneurial
initiatives capable of revitalizing PAs. Furthermore, recent studies iden-
tify promising opportunities for demographic recovery in these areas. The
urban migration trend has slowed in recent years, partly due to the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, which spurred population relocation and a reassessment
of the better lifestyle that PAs can offer (Teti, 2022).

The younger generations appear to hold the greatest potential for these
areas, showing resilience in seeking opportunities locally rather than mi-
grating to metropolitan centers or abroad (Teti, 2017; 2022; Barbera et al.,
2022). Their efforts to reduce disparities with dynamic centers through per-
sonal initiatives and institutional dialogue (Cersosimo and Donzelli, 2020)
highlight the possibility of revitalizing PAs.

A recent Italian study (Barbera and De Rossi, 2021) revealed the emer-
gence of a new perception of these territories by the young population.
They are increasingly capable of providing a simple lifestyle, closer to na-
ture and community, thereby rekindling the desire to remain or return to
live in inner areas. The majority of them wish to stay and develop their
personal and professional lives there. Specifically, 67% of respondents ex-
pressed a desire to remain in their current territory, 70% completed their
education there, and 65% entered the workforce locally. Young people
strongly believe in the importance of continuing to plan their futures in
these areas. Among the primary reasons, there is a strong connection to the
community (65%), the opportunity for more meaningful social interactions
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(68%), and a higher quality of life (79%). Therefore, what emerges is a re-
newed vision of PAs among younger generations, driven by a heightened
sensitivity to social and relational dynamics. This perspective fuels their
desire to remain in their places of origin and to channel their skills into
enhancing and revitalizing these territories.

However, successfully engaging youth in the entrepreneurial revitali-
zation of PAs is a complex process depending on several interconnected
dynamics including fostering youth engagement in local economies and
strengthening public-private collaboration. These aspects are essential for
supporting long-term employment opportunities and creating resilient net-
works that provide businesses, particularly start-ups, with access to critical
resources and innovation pathways (Roundy, 2019). A pivotal factor in this
process is improving services for residents. The decline of PAs is both a
cause and consequence of reduced public services and economic degrada-
tion. Reversing this trend is essential to sustain the recent slowdown in
urban migration and prevent renewed outflows toward major urban cent-
ers. In fact, enhancing public services can improve quality of life, define a
settlement’s identity, and boost its external appeal. Therefore, addressing
primary (e.g., mobility, utilities) and secondary needs (e.g., administrative,
cultural, recreational services) is essential for fostering youth attachment
to their territories and strengthening their role in promoting local economy
and tourism revitalization (Vendemmia and Lanza, 2022).

2.2 The tourism offering of PAs: A focus on the Marche Region

From a theoretical perspective, PAs have been variously defined and
interpreted, resulting in blurred boundaries and making their precise iden-
tification challenging. A possible geographic-spatial delimitation can be es-
tablished by referring to the so-called “inner areas”, which are significantly
distant from major centers providing essential services such as education,
healthcare, and mobility. These areas are also distinguished by their rich
environmental and cultural resources and by landscapes shaped over time
by both natural and human influences (Barca et al., 2014).

The identification criterion for these areas is exclusively based on ser-
vices’ availability. Specifically, a municipality is classified as a “hub” if it si-
multaneously meets the following conditions: (i) it offers a comprehensive
range of secondary education (including at least one scientific or classical
high school and at least one technical or vocational institute); (ii) it has at
least one hospital with a first-level emergency department; and (iii) it has
at least a “silver-tier” railway station. Surrounding these hubs are other
municipalities, categorized based on their travel time to the nearest hub.

The significance of these areas within the Italian context is considerable.
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Nearly 4,000 municipalities - approximately half of the total - fall within
inner areas. These territories cover about 60% of the national land area and
are home to approximately 13.4 million people, or around 22% of the resi-
dent population in 2021.

As for the Marche region, on which this study focuses, it has a high
percentage of municipalities classified as inner areas (46.3% of the total),
accounting for 17.5% of the region’s population. The Marche region was
among the first to adopt the National Strategy for Inner Areas (SNAI),
launched in 2014 by the Ministry for Territorial Cohesion. One of these
areas is particularly relevant for its extension, namely “Appennino Basso
Pesarese e Anconetano” (ABPA). It was among the first three areas to be
established in the Marche Region during the 2014-2020 period. Covering
an approximate total area of 1,000 km?, it encompasses parts of the prov-
inces of Pesaro-Urbino and Ancona. Specifically, ABPA includes ten munic-
ipalities: Acqualagna, Apecchio, Cagli, Cantiano, Piobbico, Frontone, Serra
Sant’Abbondio, Pergola, Arcevia, and Sassoferrato.

This area is a highly attractive tourist destination, offering a rich com-
bination of historical, cultural, gastronomic, and natural assets. Despite a
contraction in hospitality infrastructure between 2019 and 2022 - marked
by a decline of approximately 100 beds in hotels and over 1,000 in non-ho-
tel accommodations — the area has experienced a notable increase in tourist
arrivals (+32%) and total overnight stays (+30%). This growth has been
driven by a rising preference for domestic destinations, targeted promo-
tional initiatives, and a significant expansion of professionally managed
rental accommodations (from 35 to 68 units). Additionally, international
tourism has fully recovered, with foreign arrivals in 2022 surpassing pre-
pandemic levels (Osservatorio del Turismo, 2024).

Culturally, this area boasts a wealth of historic sites, museums, and reli-
gious landmarks. Acqualagna is renowned for its Truffle Museum, Arcevia
for its network of medieval castles, and Cagli for its rich religious heritage.
Cantiano highlights the historical Via Flaminia, while Sassoferrato and Serra
Sant’ Abbondio offer notable ancient and religious sites. Coordinated efforts
to integrate these attractions through structured itineraries could enhance
the region’s appeal, offering visitors immersive and diverse experiences.

A vibrant calendar of cultural and gastronomic events further strength-
ens the region’s tourist attractiveness. Historical reenactments, such as the
Palio del Rein Acqualagna and the Palio della Rocca in Serra Sant’ Abbondio,
alongside major religious celebrations like La Turba in Cantiano, preserve
local traditions while fostering social cohesion. At the same time, food fes-
tivals, including the National White Truffle Fair and the Alogastronomy
Festival in Apecchio, promote regional specialties and stimulate the local
economy. These events not only extend the tourism season but also drive
economic benefits in hospitality, dining, and artisanal crafts.
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Finally, the area’s natural landscapes further enrich its tourism offer-
ing, with diverse outdoor activities ranging from hiking (notably in the
Gola del Furlo Natural Reserve, featuring ten scenic trails) to rock climbing
(Monte di Montiego), canyoning (Forra del Presale, along the Candigliano
River), and speleology (Monte Petrano and Monte Montiego protected ar-
eas). These activities attract nature enthusiasts while supporting sustain-
able tourism and environmental conservation.

By leveraging its diverse cultural heritage, dynamic event program-
ming, and extensive outdoor opportunities, the ABPA region provides ex-
cellent possibilities for entrepreneurial initiatives and interventions aimed
at strengthening its position as a premier destination, which offers visitors
an authentic and multifaceted experience while fostering economic growth
and environmental stewardship.

3. Methodology
3.1 Instrument and data collection

Data for this study have been collected through a self-administered
questionnaire distributed over the timeframe January-October 2024.

The questionnaire was divided into five sections. The first concerns the
socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents. The second explores
the expectations and employment prospects of the peripheral area (i.e.
ABPA), focusing on activities that could contribute to its development. The
third deals with habits, services, and mobility within the area. The fourth
section examines community ties and participation in local activities and
initiatives. Finally, the fifth section focuses on tourism, analysing the ac-
tivities and services that can promote the growth of the PA and increase its
attractiveness. The items were rated on a five-point Likert scale of impor-
tance and /or agreement.

In order to validate the survey, the questionnaire was submitted to a
pilot sample consisting of 10 randomly selected young residents of the
ABPA area for each generational cohort. This process enabled us to verify
the clarity and comprehensibility of the questions. Overall, 33 responses
were collected. The feedback obtained led to only minor adjustments in the
questionnaire design. After incorporating these changes, the final version
was distributed to young people living in the peripheral area.

The Computer Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI) method was used for
data collection, enabling an online distribution of the questionnaire. The
channels employed were social networks and instant messaging applica-
tions, including Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp. The online survey
facilitates quick and inexpensive acquisition of information while ensuring
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anonymity and facilitating data cleaning and analysis (Lefever et al., 2007).
As stated by Sills and Song (2002), this method is also effective in reaching
connected and technologically savvy populations.

A total of 313 responses were obtained.

3.2 Sampling and data processing

The study focused on younger generations aged 18-35 (i.e., adult Z-
ers and Millennials) who currently reside or have previously lived in the
ABPA area. As previously underlined, these groups, while being the pri-
mary drivers of PAs depopulation, could play a particularly active role in
promoting and revitalizing the socio-economic landscape of these territo-
ries (Barbera and De Rossi, 2021). Moreover, young people are the demo-
graphic most engaged in qualified educational pathways, which foster ad-
vanced and innovative skills essential for employment and for stimulating
new entrepreneurial ventures. For instance, digital natives from Gen-Z are
particularly inclined to developing competencies related to the emerging
skills in the field of digital communication, which are increasingly in de-
mand in the current economic landscape (Cantamesse and Ferrero, 2022).

Table 1 shows that the respondents are mainly females (63.3%), while
males are 35.1% and 1.6% do not identify with any gender. Most belong to
the 24-26 age group (24.6%) and reside in the peripheral area (79.6%). The
sample is well-educated, with 49.8% having a high school diploma, 25.2%
having a bachelor’s degree and 15.0% having a master’s degree. As regards
occupation, the majority work as employees or manual workers (45.0%).
Participants mostly live with their parents and brother(s)/sister(s) (58.8%).

This sample profile highlights the socio-demographic diversity of the
respondents, although with an irregular distribution in terms of gender
and educational attainment. While this does not ensure statistical repre-
sentativeness of the broader youth population in the analysed area, the
study is conceived as an exploratory analysis. As such, it relies solely on
descriptive statistical techniques investigating the young people’s percep-
tion of services and opportunities in the peripheral area where they live,
their attachment to the territory and their involvement in local and tour-
ism-related initiatives.

By means of these data, the objective is not to generalize findings, but
rather to offer preliminary insights into the perceptions and involvement of
young people in tourism and entrepreneurship in peripheral areas, provid-
ing a basis for future, more comprehensive research (Sandelowski, 2000).
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Table 1. Sample profile (N=313)

n %
Gender
Male 110 35.1
Female 198 63.3
Prefer not to say 5 1.6
Age (years)
18-20 24 7.7
21-23 58 18.5
24-26 77 24.6
27-29 53 16.9
30-32 40 12.8
33-35 61 19.5
Primary  residence in  the
Peripheral Area
Yes 249 79.6
No 64 20.4
Education
Secondary School graduation 17 54
High School graduation 156 49.8
Bachelor’s degree 79 252
Master’s degree 47 15.0
Postgraduate degree 14 4.5
Occupation
Student 91 29.1
Working student 33 10.5
Employee, Manual worker 141 45.0
Entrepreneur, Freelancer 29 9.3
Manager, Executive 1 0.3
Unemployed 18 5.8
Family composition
Alone 33 10.5
With parents and brother(s)/sister(s) |184 58.8
With husband / wife 14 4.5
With partner 53 16.9
With friends/roommates 27 8.6
Other 2 0.6

Source: Authors’s elaboration.
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4. Findings
4.1. Priorities for development in the ABPA Area

Table 2 presents the respondents’ opinions on the economic activities
deemed as fundamental for the development of the area where they live.
Tertiary sector (health, schools, public/private offices, and services, etc.)
and tourism constitute priorities for the enhancement of the area, with
mean values of 4.29 and 4.21, respectively. Cultural and recreational activi-
ties (4.06) are also recognized as important fields of improvement. Cultural
events, festivals and recreational spaces, indeed, can foster social interac-
tion among young people while enhancing the artistic heritage and local
traditions (Mahon and Hyyryldinen, 2019; Tait et al., 2019). By contrast, the
industrial sector appears less relevant, recording a mean of 3.40.

Overall, these findings suggest that interventions aimed at improving
the quality of life and attractiveness of the area are considered crucial by
younger. Tourism, along with recreational and cultural activities, assumes
a central role in emphasizing the distinctive characteristics and unique po-
tential of peripheral areas (Garcia-Delgado et al., 2020), including ABPA,
offering them a new identity and an important development opportunity.

Table 2. Opinions of the sample on key economic activities for the development of the ABPA area- Likert
scale 1-5

Mean St. dew.

Industry 3.40 1.89
Handcrafts 3.73 1.54
Tourism and accommodation activities 4.21 1.78
Cultural and recreational activities 4.06 1.44
Trade 3.74 2.19
Agriculture 3.99 1.46
Tertiary sector (health, schools, public/private offices, and 4.29 1.85
services, etc.)

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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4.2. Leisure activities and mobility patterns

The most common leisure activities among the younger demographic
surveyed include dining at restaurants or farmhouses (3.74) and going to
pubs, clubs, and discos (3.58) (Table 3). This is followed by city walks (3.36)
and outdoor excursions (3.29). The prevalence of these activities highlights
the affordance of local culinary traditions and nature experiences in pe-
ripheral areas, without necessitating long or demanding journeys. Indeed,
these are also among the activities that require minimal travel distances
(Table 4). On the other hand, shopping (3.85) and cinema and entertain-
ment (3.62) imply the need to travel to more central areas. Young people in
peripheral areas are often forced to move to urban centres or larger areas
to participate in these activities, as they are concentrated in contexts with
greater availability of dedicated services and facilities (Vendemmia and
Lanza, 2022).

Table 3. Frequency of participation in leisure activities- Likert Scale 1-5

Mean St. dew.
Shopping 2.65 1.45
Town/city walk 3.36 1.86
Outdoor walk/hike 3.29 2.00
Activities in sports centres 2.81 1.93
Cinema and entertainment 2.62 1.51
Fairs/ festivals/concerts 3.03 1.49
Public parks and gardens 2.75 1.14
Restaurant/farmhouse with friends/relatives 3.74 1.50
Pubs/ clubs/discos 3.58 1.61

Source: authors’ elaboration.

Table 4. Frequency of travelling outside municipality for leisure activities- Likert Scale 1-5

Mean St. dev.
Shopping 3.85 1.79
Town/ city walk 2.71 1.72
Outdoor walk /hike 2.66 1.28
Activities in sports centres 2.62 1.49
Cinema and entertainment 3.62 1.39
Fairs/ festivals/ concerts 3.48 1.56
Public parks and gardens 2.28 1.63
Restaurant/farmhouse with friends/relatives 3.47 1.54
Pubs/ clubs/discos 3.30 1.72

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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As reported in Table 5, the sample primarily relies on personal trans-
portation to access leisure activities and services. While automobile usage
prevails (4.52), public transport (1.75) and bicycles (1.65) are marginal op-
tions. This is largely due to the insufficient availability of infrastructure
and collective transport systems (Table 6). Notably, limited and inflexible
schedules (3.99) and the paucity of public transport services nearby (3.80)
are significant barriers to accessing more distant services and activities.
The absence of adequate connections may influence the daily choices of
young people and their involvement in social and cultural interactions by
directing them towards easily accessible initiatives (Bernard, 2019). It fur-
ther increases the risk of social isolation, reducing opportunities for indi-
viduals lacking a car to access educational, professional, and recreational
experiences (Székely and Novotny, 2022).

Table 5. Means of transport used to access services and leisure activities- Likert Scale 1-5

Mean St. dewv.
Cars 4.52 1.41
Motorcycle/scooter 1.70 2.64
Bicycle 1.65 1.88
On foot 3.03 1.73
Bus/ public transport 1.75 2.66
Sharing travel with friends/relatives 291 1.81

Source: authors’ elaboration.

Table 6. Barriers to accessing services and leisure activities related to mobility and transportation- Likert
Scale 1-5

Mean St. dev.

Limited and/or inflexible public transport schedules 3.99 1.59
Absence/shortage of public transport services near my munici- | 3.80 1.64
pality

Absence/shortage of parking near services/leisure activities 2.87 1.71
Absence/shortage of bicycle lanes 3.30 1.84
Abs)ence /shortage of shared transport services (car sharing, | 3.23 1.86
etc.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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4.3. Community engagement and participation in local initiatives

The young respondents feel part of the community in which they live
(3.29) (Table 7) and demonstrate a greater interest in participating in en-
vironmental (2.46), tourist (2.35) and artistic-cultural (2.33) events in the
territory (Table 8). However, the low mean values might reflect a percep-
tion of limited provision or lack of local initiatives, which hinder a broader
engagement among the young population. The scarcity of events and ex-
hibitions (3.58) and the lack of places of socialization and interest (3.41)
emerge, in fact, as central concerns (Table 9). This suggests that current ini-
tiatives still fail to fully respond to the needs and expectations of younger
generations in the ABPA area.

Table 7. Community engagement and interpersonal ties — Likert Scale 1-5

Mean St. dev.
Ilive in a community I feel part of, characterised by strong interper- | 3.29 1.65
sonal ties among people living in it
I live in a community where, apart from family and friends, I have | 2.49 2.18
no strong relationships or ties with others
I live in a community to which I do not feel I belong, where indi- | 2.39 2.11
viduals prioritise their interests over the common good

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Table 8. Participation in activities organised by local associations or groups- Likert Scale 1-5

Mean St. dew.
Artistic and cultural 2.33 2.59
Environment and nature 2.46 2.51
Tourism 2.35 2.11
Political, party or trade union-related 1.65 143
Humanitarian or social 227 2.09
Youth or student-related 2.19 2.11
Youth forum and council 1.65 1.47
Local cultural association 2.16 2.64
Youth center 1.74 1.14

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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Table 9. Perceived issues within the ABPA area- Likert Scale 1-5

Mean St. dev.
Lack of places for social interaction and points of interest 3.41 2.10
Scarcity of events and exhibitions 3.58 1.62
Lack of personal and collective services 3.45 1.54
Distant to access services 3.31 1.69
Scarcity of green areas 2.11 2.53
Excessive noise 1.69 1.73
Excessive traffic 1.70 1.78
Lack of parking spaces 2.39 2.55
Poor maintenance of roads, public spaces, and buildings 3.35 2.03
Lack of public safety 2.47 2.13

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

4.4. Enhancing tourism in the ABPA area

Tourism in peripheral areas offers significant development opportuni-
ties, due to their natural and cultural heritage (Ivona et al., 2021). Accord-
ing to the young individuals under investigation, several activities and ser-
vices are important to promote and foster the attractiveness of the territory
(Table 10). These include infrastructure (4.38), accommodation facilities
(4.29), and communication and promotion strategies (4.28). Additionally,
the accessibility of services to people with disabilities (4.27), trail systems
(4.26) and artistic and cultural events (4.25) are other important areas of
intervention. For instance, providing well-marked trails could enhance
the natural landscape of PAs and enrich the tourist experience, creating
a strong relationship between visitors and the local area (Beltramo et al.,
2021). Nevertheless, actions aimed at improving the tourist offer need to
be strengthened. In particular, Table 11 indicates the need to focus on in-
frastructural aspects (4.30), communication and promotion activities (4.18),
accessibility (4.11) and artistic-cultural initiatives (4.08). This emphasizes
the importance of defining an integrated strategy that combines the ac-
cessibility of the territory with the effective promotion of local resources,
fostering sustainable and inclusive tourism (Di Bella et al., 2019).
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Table 10. Importance of the following activities and services for the promotion of tourism in the ABPA area-
Likert scale 1-5

Mean St. dev.

Accommodation facilities (overnight stay /food and beverage out- | 4.29 1.36
lets, etc.)

Handcrafts 3.62 1.85
Cultural and artistic events/initiatives 4.25 1.33
Food and wine events/initiatives 422 2.15
Infrastructure (roads, connections, transport, etc.) 4.38 1.28
Accessibility of services for people with disabilities 427 1.68
Flexibility in opening hours 3.92 1.41
New territorial networks (associations for the promotion and pro- | 3.92 1.86
tection of the area, etc.)

Spaces for open-air activities (sports, picnics, etc.) 4.08 1.40
Marked / maintained trails for trekking, hiking, walking, etc. 4.26 1.37
Bicycle lanes 3.84 1.52
Communication and promotion activities 4.28 1.35

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Table 11. Enhancement of the following activities and services for the promotion of tourism in the ABPA
area- Likert scale 1-5

Mean St. dew.

Accommodation facilities (overnight stay/food and beverage out- | 4.01 1.81
lets, etc.)

Handcrafts 3.61 1.84
Cultural and artistic events/initiatives 4.08 1.85
Food and wine events/initiatives 4.00 1.77
Infrastructure (roads, connections, transport, etc.) 4.30 1.34
Accessibility of services for people with disabilities 4.11 1.71
Flexibility in opening hours 3.75 1.52
New territorial networks (associations for the promotion and pro- | 3.88 1.43
tection of the area, etc.)

Spaces for open-air activities (sports, picnics, etc.) 3.80 1.98
Marked / maintained trails for trekking, hiking, walking, etc. 3.88 1.87
Bicycle lanes 3.79 2.09
Communication and promotion activities 4.18 1.37

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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5. Discussions

The research findings highlight the centrality of the tourism and ser-
vices sector in the development process of the ABPA area. Two basic di-
rections emerge from the analysis of development priorities: (i) the need
to strengthen infrastructures and essential services to improve the qual-
ity of local life; and (ii) the potential of youth entrepreneurship linked to
tourism and cultural activities as a driver of economic and social growth
(Korsgaard et al., 2015a; Roundy, 2019). In this specific scenario, tourism
is seen as an opportunity to enhance territorial resources and differenti-
ate the local economic offer, but this requires an integrated approach that
combines infrastructure investments with promotion and innovation initi-
atives (Garcfa-Delgado et al., 2020). In fact, the strong attachment of young
residents to their territories and their interest in tourism-related initiatives
reflect a form of “embedded entrepreneurship” (Korsgaard et al., 2015b),
where economic activities are deeply intertwined with local identity and
social relations. This lends support to the notion that peripheral areas have
the capacity to instigate endogenous development processes when local
actors — most notably younger generations — are empowered to transform
territorial capital into entrepreneurial opportunities. Moreover, these re-
sults serve to reinforce the notion of territorial embeddedness as a catalyst
for local regeneration, thereby establishing a linkage between the micro-
level of individual entrepreneurial intentions and the macro-level of re-
gional development dynamics (Wright et al., 2022; Bacq et al., 2022).

The leisure habits and mobility patterns of young residents highlight
the difficulty of accessing leisure and cultural services, which are largely
concentrated in urban centers. Dependence on private transport and de-
ficiencies in public services are significant barriers to active participation
in the social and cultural life of the community. These findings confirm
the need to improve integrated mobility solutions (such as car sharing
or on-demand transport) and infrastructure connections to reduce feel-
ings of marginalization and promote social interaction, fostering a sense
of belonging and participation in local initiatives (Bernard, 2019; Székely
and Novotny, 2022). This is consistent with the literature that associates
social capital, collective identity and local collaboration with the resilience
of inner areas (Pugh and Dubois, 2021; Vendemmia and Lanza, 2022). The
limited participation of youth in community activities, despite their high
sense of belonging, reveals a discrepancy between potential and realiza-
tion, which resonates with the challenges delineated in theories of rural in-
novation and social entrepreneurship (Huggins and Thompson, 2015; Bacq
et al., 2022). It is therefore essential to strengthen horizontal cooperation
and institutional support to transform this latent potential into tangible so-
cio-economic outcomes. This aligns with recent studies emphasizing that
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youth-driven entrepreneurship can act as a bridge between social cohesion
and local development (Teti, 2022; Splendiani et al., 2023).

Results highlight that participation in community activities among
young people is limited, despite a relatively high sense of community be-
longing. The perceived scarcity of events, the lack of dedicated spaces, and
the limited supply of cultural and tourism initiatives further emerge as
critical elements that hinder greater local inclusion and activism. This per-
ception suggests a lack of coordination between local actors (public and
private) and the absence of collaborative networks, which prevent the crea-
tion of an attractive and dynamic cultural and tourist offering. However,
extant literature highlights the pivotal role of social networks and collabo-
ration between public and private actors as mechanisms to enhance par-
ticipation and entrepreneurial dynamism in peripheral areas (Korsgaard et
al., 2015b; Mahon and Hyyryldinen, 2019; Bacq et al., 2022).

In the context of tourism enhancement, there is an imperative to de-
velop an integrated offer, encompassing adequate accommodation facili-
ties, well-organized tourist routes and effective communication. Consist-
ent with prior research (Beltramo et al., 2021), the interviewees recognize
the importance of infrastructure and territorial promotion as key elements
to attract visitors and stimulate new entrepreneurial initiatives. However,
the lack of adequate services and an effective territorial marketing strat-
egy risk limiting the region’s attractive potential (Di Bella et al., 2019), as
emerged for the ABPA area. Overall, the results suggest that a coordinated
action between local stakeholders, policy makers and entrepreneurs is cru-
cial to enhance tourism as a development driver.

According to the findings, given the potential of the ABPA area in terms
of natural, cultural, and landscape resources, as well as the emergence of
a strong bond between the local community and entrepreneurial initia-
tives, the “lifestyle entrepreneurship” model identified by Splendiani et
al. (2023) along the Via Francigena could also serve as a useful reference
point for this context. Entrepreneurs motivated by personal passions and
strong local roots can generate forms of social innovation and contribute to
the creation of more resilient and sustainable local business networks. This
approach, based on lifestyle choices rather than profit objectives, could
stimulate the enhancement of local resources and promote more authentic
and participatory tourism, in line with the sustainable development objec-
tives of peripheral areas.

In fact, the development of a collaborative and inclusive tourism model,
capable of integrating the diverse needs of young people and promoting
local resources, is essential for overcoming barriers to active participation
and youth entrepreneurship.
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6. Conclusions and implications

The present study contributes to the expansion of understanding of
how youth engagement and sense of place can serve as key dimensions
in models of socio-economic development of inner areas. By empirically
illustrating the connection between attachment to place, perceived infra-
structural deficiencies, and entrepreneurial motivation, it integrates exist-
ing frameworks on rural entrepreneurship and place-based development
(Korsgaard et al., 2015a; Barca et al., 2014). In particular, this research sets
out to explore the perceptions and perspectives of young residents in the
ABPA area with regard to their involvement in the economic and tourism
development of the region. The results confirm that tourism and services
represent key sectors for the revitalization of the area, but they also high-
light structural challenges that must be addressed in order to foster greater
involvement of the youth population and sustainable growth.

The results identified infrastructural deficiencies and restricted acces-
sibility to services as the principal critical issues, which have a detrimen-
tal effect on the quality of life and economic opportunities available. The
scarcity of adequate public transport and the necessity to travel to urban
centers to access essential goods and services have the effect of dimin-
ishing the attractiveness of peripheral areas for the younger generation.
Concurrently, the perceived paucity of cultural events and social interac-
tion spaces curbs the active involvement of young people in the local com-
munity, thereby reducing opportunities for interaction and the develop-
ment of entrepreneurial projects. This aligns with prior research on PAs
(Mahon and Hyyryldinen, 2019; Székely and Novotny, 2022), confirming
the urgent need for public and private interventions enhancing mobility
solutions, local amenities, and cultural and social infrastructure to retain
young populations, stimulate community engagement, and create a more
dynamic environment for innovation and entrepreneurship. Indeed, the
area’s growth potential is significant. Young residents show a strong sense
of belonging to the area and a growing interest in sustainable development
models based on the valorization of local natural, cultural and gastronomic
resources. As suggested by Korsgaard et al. (2015b) and Bacq et al. (2022),
the promotion of experiential tourism and youth entrepreneurship initia-
tives can be an important lever to counter depopulation and strengthen the
local economic fabric.

The implications for public policy suggest the need for integrated strate-
gies that combine infrastructure improvements, enhanced public services
and incentives for youth entrepreneurship. In particular, policymakers
should prioritise investment in accessible and reliable transport systems,
recognising that mobility is essential to enable young residents to participate
in cultural and tourist activities and access job opportunities. Furthermore,
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the development of flexible and innovative services, such as on-demand
transport or community mobility initiatives, could effectively address the
critical issues of access to mobility that have emerged in the ABPA area. To
support youth entrepreneurship, targeted financial instruments, mentoring
programmes and business incubators specifically designed for the tourism
sector should be implemented. These initiatives could help overcome the
lack of confidence and entrepreneurial skills that often discourage young
people from starting new businesses. Furthermore, greater coordination be-
tween institutions, businesses and local communities is essential to foster
a more favourable environment for growth, in which tourism is not only
an economic factor but also a tool for strengthening the social and cultural
capital of peripheral areas. (Di Bella et al., 2019). In this context, it is also
important to invest in strategic communication of the area’s potential, pro-
moting its natural, cultural and landscape resources through local market-
ing campaigns, events and participatory initiatives involving young people
and local stakeholders. Finally, participatory governance mechanisms that
actively involve young people in decision-making processes related to tour-
ism and local development would empower them and ensure that policies
are truly aligned with their needs and aspirations.

In conclusion, the future of ABPA depends on the ability to enhance local
resources through a participatory and sustainable approach. The engage-
ment of younger generations can play a crucial role in this process, but this
requires targeted interventions that facilitate their active involvement and
the creation of concrete opportunities for the development of the territory.

From a theoretical standpoint, this study enhances the extant literature
on the socio-economic development of peripheral regions by substanti-
ating the assertion that entrepreneurship in such contexts is not merely
an economic phenomenon, but rather a socially embedded process. The
evidence collected serves to reinforce the theoretical link between place
attachment and entrepreneurial embeddedness, demonstrating that the
sense of belonging and community participation exhibited by young peo-
ple can act as catalysts for local regeneration. This contributes to extend-
ing the frameworks proposed by Barca et al. (2014) and Korsgaard et al.
(2015b), providing empirical support for the idea that territorial capital can
be mobilised through youth-driven initiatives and socially oriented entre-
preneurship. Furthermore, by situating the findings within the perspective
of sustainable and inclusive development, the study advances the debate
on the multidimensional nature of rural innovation, suggesting that future
research should further investigate the interplay between social, cultural,
and economic dimensions of entrepreneurship in rural areas.

Although the paper offers interesting insights into youth entrepre-
neurship in tourism in peripheral areas, the study presents some limita-
tions. First, the exclusive focus on the peripheral ABPA area precludes the
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generalisability of the findings to other peripheral areas characterised by
different socio-economic contexts. Future studies could include different
peripheral areas in the analysis in order to identify similarities and dif-
ferences in the entrepreneurial development opportunities of these terri-
tories. Furthermore, while the quantitative survey was able to provide a
clear overview of the phenomenon under investigation, it would be useful
in the future to supplement the analysis with qualitative methodologies
(e.g., in-depth interviews or focus groups). This combined approach would
allow for a deeper understanding of the social, cultural and institutional
dynamics that influence youth entrepreneurship, thus providing a more
comprehensive picture of development processes in peripheral areas.
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Abstract

Purpose. This work investigates how the educational back-
ground of founders of cultural and creative organizations af-
fects the relationship between intellectual capital and business
models.

Design/methodology/approach. A narrative literature re-
view revealed a lack of studies in arts and humanities focusing
on the relationship between intellectual capital and business
models. The empirical investigation involved three case stud-
ies of three SMIEs operating in the archaeological field, demon-
strating that educational background significantly influences
these relationships.

Findings. The analysis identifies four key factors: creativity,
network relationships, cross-disciplinary competencies, and
adaptability to new technologies. Firstly, creativity serves as a
driving force in the early stages of a start-up. Secondly, strong
network relationships can provide access to external knowledge
and resources, enhancing key assets. Thirdly, collaboration
with partners enables organizations to adapt to evolving con-
ditions, such as technological advancements, impacting both
human and structural capital. Lastly, cross-disciplinary com-
petencies allow for a multidisciplinary approach to problem-
solving, fostering internal skill development. The findings sug-
gest that educational background equips SMEs founders with
the tools to create a compelling value proposition by leveraging
cultural and creative organizations intellectual capital.
Practical and Social implications. Higher education insti-
tutions can encourage entrepreneurship by involving students
in knowledge-transfer projects, like academic spin-offs.
Originality of the study. The study provides insights into
four directions associated with the effects of cultural and cre-
ative organizations founders educational background on the
relationships between intellectual capital and business model.
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1. Introduction

The cultural and creative industry calls for highly talented individuals
who can innovate, inspire, and drive the evolution of artistic expression
and cultural heritage. That is because cultural and creative organizations
(CCOs) “have their origin in individual creativity, skills, and talent and
with a potential for wealth and job creation through the generation and ex-
ploitation of intellectual property” (DMCS UK, 2001, p. 3). Thereby, artists,
academics, filmmakers, musicians, and writers, to name a few, bring their
ingenuity to CCOs.

Such creativity reflects the educational background (EB) of CCO found-
ers, which emerges from their personal history of acquiring knowledge,
skills, values, and understanding through training, research, experience, or
practice, supporting intellectual, technical, and social development. This
educational foundation contributes significantly to the intellectual capital
(IC) of CCOs, which is recognized as a crucial asset for organizational de-
velopment (Comunian & Gilmore, 2015).

IC outlines the knowledge embedded in the human resources, the or-
ganizational system, and the relationships an organization has with its
stakeholders” network. Such a view of IC profiles three components, i.e.,
the “human capital, structural capital, and relational capital” (Guthrie et
al., 2012, p. 70). In this perspective, the three components of IC can be re-
garded as the result of effective organizational routines, compounding peo-
ple’s competencies and skills (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993; Schendel, 1994),
which, in turn, support the organization in building up structural (e.g.,
patents, organizational culture, technologies, and dataset) and relational
(e.g., user satisfaction, partnerships, and company image) assets.

The reality of big tech giants offers vivid examples of how the EB of
founders has influenced the development of specific knowledge assets
that ultimately appear to be decisive for organizational success. For in-
stance, the founders of Netflix, Reed Hastings and Marc Randolph thanks
to their background in computer science, leveraged Netflix value creation
and capture through personalization/recommendation and subscription,
respectively. YouTube’s former CEO, Susan Wojcicki, holds degrees in his-
tory, literature, economics, and business administration. This diverse ed-
ucational background allowed her to sustain YouTube’s business model
(BM) through user creativity, community engagement, and commercials
for monetization. These instances demonstrate that founders EB is critical
for BM design, especially in those industries in which IC is a cornerstone
for success.

Literature on SMEs corroborates such evidence (Cosenz & Bivona,
2021a; Le et al., 2024). Scholarly research shows that founders’ educational
background (EB) shapes the components of IC and BM (Baden-Fuller &
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Mangematin, 2013; Edvinsson & Malone, 1997a; Quintero-Quintero et al.,
2021; Schiuma, 2017a; Secundo et al., 2018; Teece, 2010a), boosting value
creation and capture processes of CCOs (Bini et al., 2016; Bowman & Am-
brosini, 2000; Lepak et al., 2007).

Although management and organizational studies concur that found-
ers’ personal background influences corporate culture (Schein E., 2010;
Schein E. H., 1983), the literature debates whether the people belonging to
teams, as opposed to individual entrepreneurs who shape the formation of
new business ventures (Klotz et al., 2014).

Such a dyadic approach limits our understanding of how personal traits
of founders impact business development. Specifically, among the several
aspects profiling CCOs founders background, we explore founders EB
to understand how their education paths, professional experiences, and
socio-cultural values impact the human, relational and structural capital
of an organization (i.e., IC), and the way it creates and delivers value (i.e.,
BM). The literature investigating the relationships between IC and BM is
scant in arts and humanities (Benneworth & Jongbloed, 2009; Gilmore &
Comunian, 2016), while it is abundant in life sciences (Steen et al., 2010),
physical sciences, and engineering (Landry et al., 2006; O’Shea et al., 2005;
Pazos et al.,, 2012). Such a gap limits our comprehension of the enabling
conditions of IC when approaching BM design in CCOs.

Therefore, we ask: how does the EB of CCO founders influence the re-
lationship between IC and BM? To make this question the thrust of this
article, we posit that founders” EB influences the relationships between IC
and BM, especially for CCOs, whose success is contingent on creativity, tal-
ent, and partnerships. This influence manifests in how EB nurtures human,
structural, and relational capital — positioning IC as a strategic determinant
of value creation processes — and in its role in generating widely applica-
ble resources and capabilities that reinforce CCOs’ value propositions and
support sustainable business model innovation.

From a methodological point of view, we used a convenience sample
of three CCOs operating in the archaeological field. For each organization
(level of analysis), we collected primary data through semi-structured in-
terviews addressed to CCOs founders (unit of analysis) and a review of
documents, including journal articles, company reports and projects, vid-
eos, and websites.

Our study offers empirical evidence showing that founders” EB sig-
nificantly shapes the formation of IC, holding explanatory power for BM
design. We respond to our study findings with theoretical implications,

Y/

rendering CCO founders EB as a field hosting “creativity”, “network rela-
tionships”, “cross-disciplinarity”, and “adaptability to technological inno-
vation” as factors influencing the relationships between IC and BM. Such

a novel conceptualization advances our understanding of how founders’
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personal background influences corporate culture, offering new insights
into the conditions under which a specific subset of individual character-
istics, which in our case is the EB, impacts IC and BM, nearing the related
body of knowledge, from an organizational culture perspective (Schein E.
H., 1983).

Practical implications suggest that would-be CCO founders consider
“creativity”, “network relationships”, “cross-disciplinarity”, and “adapt-
ability to technological innovation” as enabling conditions of IC, when ap-
proaching BM design.

After the introduction, section 2 provides our narrative literature review
on the relationship between CCO founders EB, IC, and BM. This sets the
stage to appreciate the influence of IC on BM design through the BM can-
vas, in section 3. While an account of the research design and methods is
provided in section 4, section 5 presents the analysis of three case studies
of CCOs operating in the archaeological field. Section 6 discusses our study
findings. Closing thoughts, implications, research limitations, and further
potential development conclude the work in section 7.

2. Investigating the relationships among educational background, intel-
lectual capital and business model in cultural and creative organizations

The effects of business founders background in shaping organizational
culture and firm performance have been widely studied in both organiza-
tional and management studies. In our view, the findings from this body of
knowledge are remarkable for CCOs due to the critical role of IC for effec-
tive BM design in this industry.

Among the several aspects profiling CCOs founders’ background, we
focus on the EB. In this article, we regard CCOs founders EB as the result
of a systematic process of acquiring knowledge, skills, values, and under-
standing — through various methods, such as training, research, or experi-
ence in an area of study or specialization — which foster intellectual, social,
and personal development of individuals and groups (Cremin, 1976).

Literature shows that people with formal education in business, engi-
neering, or social sciences may shape organizations differently. Organiza-
tional studies suggest that business education tends to emphasize struc-
tured decision-making and market-driven strategies (Hambrick & Mason,
1984), while technical background often fosters innovation-driven cultures
(Ensley & Hmieleski, 2005). Differences in founders” EB also resonate in
managerial studies, noting that leadership style and decision-making rou-
tines can be agile and risk-taking or rigid and hierarchical, depending on
the organizational culture (Baron et al., 1999). Explanations could be found
in the variance among founders’ socio-cultural values, whereas individual-
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ism may emphasize autonomy and competition, while collectivism prior-
itizes teamwork and shared responsibility (Breuer et al., 2018).
As CCO founders EB shape organizational culture, it can be regarded as
a source of erudition in organizations (Kyser & Hill, 2016; Schein E., 2010),
which helps develop human, structural, and relational capital (Edvinsson
& Malone, 1997b). Evidence shows that the success of CCOs is rooted in the
EB of founders, given the imprint of educational experiences on entrepre-
neurial creative identities (Steyaert & Hjorth, 2006). That is because formal
education, such as degrees in fine arts, design, or creative writing, provide
people with specialized knowledge and skills, which may become a valu-
able asset for generating and executing creative ideas (Baima et al., 2020).
As Hesmondhalgh and Pratt (2005) remarked, training, whether in the
arts, media, or cultural studies, equips individuals with conceptual, meth-
odological, or technical skills necessary for producing high-quality cultural
and creative products. Scholars also noted that EB moderates recruitment,
training, and retention of employees (Hitt et al., 2001) and that founders’
learning attitude influences the formalization of knowledge management
practices (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). These findings corroborate the idea
that the CCO founders EB provide artistic and technical foundations to
design a unique value proposition (Crupi et al., 2021; Paoloni et al., 2020).
Literature shows that participation in prior networks and founders
reputation are considered drivers of social capital and strategic alliances
(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998), extending the impact of EB on IC well beyond
human knowledge and structural assets. Besides providing competencies
and skills, education is conducive to networking and collaborations, which
are essential for success in every market and even more in the cultural and
creative industry. In line with this idea, Bilton (2007) highlighted that edu-
cational institutions can get people in contact with valuable partners, create
joint ventures, and provide access to resources that are not available in the
organization and might not be attained otherwise (Vignieri, 2020). This is
expected to enable CCOs to be part of networks with industry profession-
als, peers, and mentors, fostering the exchange of ideas and innovations,
which are fundamental in the creative field. As a result of networking ac-
tivities, education provides individuals with diverse cross-disciplinary in-
sights into different subjects (Sternberg, 2003). Creative entrepreneurs with
knowledge in multiple fields can apply insights from one domain to create
novel solutions and products, opening their organizations to new market
opportunities and approaches to problem-solving (Chesbrough, 2019).
Findings show that CCO founders’ EB is a significant source of IC, pro-
viding artistic and technical foundations to help execute creative ideas,
guide talented teams, and build collaboration across borders. These in-
sights indicate that the influence of CCO founders EB permeates the BM,
defining how such organizations create, deliver, and capture value (Amit
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& Zott, 2001; Teece, 2010a). This implies that founders” knowledge and ex-
periences are critical to supporting the development of “a shared under-
standing of how their business venture will generate value” (Cosenz &
Noto, 2018; Zott & Amit, 2010a), which eventually synthesizes into a value
proposition (Carlile, 2004; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009). For instance, CCO
founders with a background in finance prioritize BM scalability, when con-
sidering innovation (Chandler & Hanks, 1994; Zott & Amit, 2010b), while
socially conscious ones care about integrating environmental and social
considerations into their BM (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008).

In this sense, IC and BM are mutually influenced by founders EB (Elia et
al., 2017). This means that personal traits, such as educational attainment,
professional experience, and socio-cultural values (Schein E., 2010; Schein
E. H., 1983), sustain learning (Argyris & Schon, 1996) and growth in and of
organizations (Barnabe et al., 2013; Kaplan R. S. & Norton, 2004).

Literature on IC and BM nuances such implications. First, formal edu-
cation, training, and experiences support the development of specialized
knowledge, effective organizational routines, and boundary-spanning be-
haviors (i.e., the three components of IC). Second, the consolidated learning
outcome of formal education, training, and professional experiences repre-
sent the petri dish of feasible BMs (Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000; Elia & Lerro,
2020; Teece, 2010b). Third, as CCO founders creativity, technical skills, and
experiences guide BM design with experience, routines, and partnerships,
an effective value proposition requires that knowledge, skills, and networks
be extended (Cosenz & Bivona, 2021a; Cosenz & Noto, 2018). This indicates
that founders EB moderates the relationships between IC and BM.

IC is decisive in harnessing BM to achieve superior performance (Baima
et al., 2020). A proper endowment of human, structural, and relational re-
sources may help CCO founders and organizational teams spot gaps and
frame innovation challenges impeding the design of an effective value
proposition in the cultural and creative industry. IC can help CCO founders
devise value propositions that are unique, innovative, and differentiated
from competitors, increasing user satisfaction and loyalty. IC can improve
business efficiency and reduce costs in production, distribution, and mar-
keting (D’ Amato, 2021) or diversify revenue streams through new services
that complete customer needs, sustaining economic growth and reducing
dependence on a single revenue source (Vidyarthi & Tiwari, 2019).

IC may provide resources to address critical questions bearing on the
start-up and development phases of a CCO. What problems and needs do
we aim to address? How do we identify, reach, inform, communicate, and
maintain relationships with specific customer segments? What partner-
ships do we need to manage that can complement or enhance our value
proposition? Considering our current value proposition cost structure and
revenue streams, how do we pursue the economic equilibrium?
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Appreciating the effects of CCO founders EB on the relationships be-
tween IC and BM entails framing CCOs value creation and capture (Amit
& Zott, 2015). This is the object of the next section.

2. Framing value creation and capture of cultural and creative organiza-
tions through the business model canvas

In their book, “Business Model Generation”, Osterwalder and Pigneur
(2010, p. 14) state that “a business model describes the rationale of how
an organization creates, delivers, and captures value”. However, authors
contended different interpretations and functions, particularly when stud-
ies and analysis move from a conceptual to an operational level (Cosenz &
Noto, 2018; Wirtz et al., 2016).

The literature on BM is wide and covers several domains, with studies
disseminated in the fields of business strategy (Teece, 2010b; Zott & Amit,
2010a), technologies and innovation management (Kohler & Nickel, 2017;
Massa & Tucci, 2014), and social issues, such as the use of environmen-
tally friendly technologies (Girotra & Netessine, 2013; Schaltegger et al.,
2012), and fight against deep poverty (Seelos & Mair, 2007). Though the
body of knowledge is immense, Massa et al. (2017, p. 537) critically organ-
ized major conceptualizations of BM in three interpretations. First, viewing
BM as an attribute of a firm means interpreting empirical manifestations
of a real organization in terms of similarity/distinction on relevant stra-
tegic variables (e.g., resources, capabilities, activities, processes, partner-
ships, and performance), which can be adopted to identify archetypes (e.g.,
freemium, multi-sided platform, razor-and-blade) (Casadesus-Masanell &
Zhu, 2010; Chesbrough, 2010). The second interpretation defines BM as a
cognitive or linguistic schema through which managers can address “Pe-
ter Drucker’s age-old questions: Who is the customer? And what does
the customer value? [...] How do we make money in this business? What
underlying economic logic explains how we can deliver value to custom-
ers at an appropriate cost?” (Magretta, 2002, p. 4). Research on the nature
of business models as a cognitive/linguistic schema is primarily focused
on the interpretation of these models by members of an organization and
their impact on social interactions (Chesbrough, 2002; Martins et al., 2015).
Third, interpreting BM as a formal conceptualization means expecting that
it could provide a “blueprint of how a company does business. It is the
translation of strategic issues, such as strategic positioning and strategic
goals, into a conceptual model that explicitly states how the business func-
tions” (Osterwalder et al., 2005, p. 3).

The latter conceptualization of BM refers to a detailed and systematic
plan or design that outlines project specifications, layout, and key elements
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through visual representations (Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000; Teece, 2010b).
A commonly used BM representation is the Business Model Canvas (BMC)
(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010), which incorporates the critical elements
needed to characterize a business idea. As BMs “are not just for business”
(Kaplan S., 2011), such visual representations are considered to be a de-
pendable method “for describing many organizations” (Cosenz & Noto,
2018, p. 129; Gassmann & Frankenberger, 2014), including CCOs (Schiuma,
2017b).

The BMC configures a practical tool that can help entrepreneurs, such
as CCOs founders, to move their entrepreneurial focus from “the prod-
uct” to “the value” they offer in order to account for value creation (i.e.,
addressing user needs), distribution (i.e., service distribution channels),
and capturing (i.e., revenue streams, pricing strategies, and cost structure).
By doing this, the BMC provides CCO founders with the means to de-
sign, test, communicate, and picture their creative ideas in structured and
systematic ways through nine building blocks — as shown in Figure 1. At
the core of the BMC stands the “value proposition”, which describes what
problems the organization addresses, what benefits it provides, and why
users should opt for its bundle of products and services over those of com-
petitors. An organization relies on partnerships with a network of suppli-
ers and other allies to make such a value offering. This is captured by the
component “key partners”, describing with whom the organization coop-
erates, what kind of relationships it has, and what benefits it gains from
them. Both “key resources” and “key activities” are instrumental to value
generation, distribution, and capture. The “key resources” component
clusters the most important assets (i.e., physical, intellectual, human, and
financial resources) that the business needs to build up to operate properly.
This leads to the “key activities” component, clustering critical activities
within specific organizational functions, i.e., production, marketing, sales,
and post-sales support, among the relevant ones. While the component
“customer segments” clusters service users into groups according to some
dimensions, such as needs, age, location, or specific behavior (e.g., loyalty),
“distribution channels” indicate how the organization delivers and sells its
products and services, as well as reaches, informs, and entertains “relation-
ships with customer”, individually and as a group.

From an economic perspective, on the one side, “revenue streams” ac-
count for the revenues generated from each customer segment, depending
on pricing strategies and payment methods used. On the other side, “cost
structure” accounts for the incurred costs (e.g., fixed and variable costs) af-
fecting the profitability of the creative undertaking.
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Figure 1. The Business Model Canvas
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Source: Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010.

Practitioners and researchers in various fields and industries have wide-
ly adopted the BMC, thanks to the advantages granted to such a visual
aid. The canvas offers a holistic and systemic view of the main organiza-
tional processes through its nine building blocks rather than focusing on
isolated aspects or functions. This facilitates communication and collabo-
ration among teams (e.g., production, marketing, and finance) around dif-
ferent options (Gross et al., 2021), enabling creativity, innovation (Hoch &
Brad, 2020), and experimentation (Lara Machado et al., 2023; Solaimani &
Bouwman, 2012). By doing this, BMC helps align value propositions with
customer needs and embody external environment and trends (e.g., tech-
nological innovation) in dynamic environments (Kouptsov & Srai, 2023).

As the BMC reveals the connections between the IC and BM, it can be
helpful to identify how CCO founders’ EB influences IC and BM.

3. Research design, methods, and data

To illustrate how CCO founders EB influence the relationships between
IC and BM, we adopted a qualitative research methodology.

Within the SMEs research domain, qualitative research methods have
gained substantial traction (Eisenhardt, 1989; Piperopoulos, 2010), offering
deep insights into how the personal qualities of entrepreneurs critically
influence the long-term survival, growth trajectories, and overall perfor-
mance of SMEs (Curran & Blackburn, 2001; Storey, 2016).
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Qualitative research methods offer powerful tools for exploring the
SMEs research domain by enabling researchers to gain a nuanced under-
standing of how and why specific aspects related to entrepreneurial ven-
tures unfold, what outcomes they produce, and what profiles warrant
deeper investigation in future studies (Rossman & Rallis, 2017; Saunders et
al., 2007). That is because qualitative data provide rich, detailed accounts
that reveal the complexity of SMEs organizational life within the evolving
context of (Amaratunga et al., 2002).

Our research methodology is based on two main phases. In the first
phase, we developed a narrative literature review to investigate the rela-
tions among CCO founder personal traits, IC, and BM, showing that the EB
moderates such mutual relationships. To this end, we selected top journal
articles and well-known referenced works, based on their relevance to our
research question, their publication in quality journals, and their contri-
bution to the theoretical and empirical understanding of the three main
concepts employed in this work, i.e., EB, IC, and BM (Baima et al., 2020;
Gilmore & Comunian, 2016; Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Hoch & Brad, 2020;
Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Petty & Guthrie, 2000; Schein E., 2010; Schein
E. H., 1983; Zott & Amit, 2010a).

In the second phase, findings from the literature review informed the
design of our case studies, which portray three CCOs operating in the field
of archaeology. The case study method provides in-depth understanding
of complex phenomena, which are supported by primary data and com-
pelling narratives that can be more engaging and persuasive than statistics
alone (Eisenhardt, 1989; Stake, 2005).

For each case study, we employed multiple sources of evidence (Saun-
ders et al., 2007; Yin, 2013), including primary and secondary data. This
data comprises semi-structured interviews with CCO founders, scientific
articles, company documents, press articles, and media. Table 1 lists the
interviewees, semi-structured interview questions, and secondary sources.

From an analytical perspective, we adopted the BMC as a tool for ana-
lyzing how a specific subset of individual characteristics, which in our case
is the EB of CCO founders, impacts IC and BM. Specifically, we framed EB
as the academic qualifications and training of founders that drive knowl-
edge development, resource allocation, and value creation and capture in
CCOs. Therefore, the key variables contained by the BMC helped us to
map the interplay between EB, IC, and BM, highlighting how founders’
personal traits influence CCOs value creation and capture processes.
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Table 1. A quantitative report of interviews, an outline of the semi-structured interview format, and a list of
secondary sources of evidence

Primary data sources

Case study Interviewee Questions
Archebdtipo Co-founder 1 e If you had to present Archeotipo to potential
Co-founder 2 investors, what are the main objectives, and the
products/services offered?
Archeofficina Co-founder 1 . Concerning this, what customer needs are met?
e Looking at the competitor, how does your of-
Digital media Co-founder 1 fer differ?
curation agency e Who are the main partners and/or stakehold-

ers involved in your business? Among these,
which ones would you define as essential for
business operations?

. Regarding these activities, could you describe
some activities and processes relevant to the
business routines?

e In carrying out these activities, what resources
are essential to enable your products/services
to meet your customers’ needs?

e Who are your primary customers (individuals
and/or organizations), and what kind of rela-
tionships do you have with them? What activi-
ties do you develop to find new ones?

. From an economic point of view, could you de-
scribe the cost structure?

e What are the revenue streams?

e Could you tell me about the critical aspects and
limitations of the business project?

Secondary data sources

e Valenti, M., & Salzotti, F. 2017. For a participatory culture: the experience of Archedtipo srl and
the Poggibonsi Archaeodrome. In M. Cerquetti (Ed.), Bridging theories, strategies and practices
in valuing cultural heritage: 243-260. Macerata: eum - edizioni universita di macerata.
Company website

Other company documents (e.g., project for the spin-off)

Archeopop

Social media pages

Videos

Pictures

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

In the next section, three CCOs operating in the field of archaeology will
be analyzed.
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5. The analysis of three cultural and creative organizations operating in
the field of archaeology through the Business Model Canvas

In particular, the cases portray 1) a former university spin-off; 2) a co-
operative of archaeologists; and 3) a digital media curation agency for cul-
tural heritage.

5.1 Archeotipo from archaeological research to living history to the public

Archedtipo was founded in 2010 as a spin-off of the University of Siena
to deliver living history and experimental archaeology services in Poggi-
bonsi, a small town near Siena in Tuscany (Italy). Archedtipo employs a
team of 9 archaeologists — trained at the School of Medieval Archaeology
of the University of Siena — and a group of external professional collabora-
tors to portray the common scene of a common Carolingian Age village
(see Figure 2). Based on a strict philological rigor, the archaeodrome is an
“evolution of the most traditional way of understanding, managing, and
communicating “the great beauty”. [...] What Archeodtipo means to “sell”
is therefore not a monument, a museum, an archaeological site, or a land-
scape in itself, but much rather the years of common and collective re-
search that we have been doing on the site and on the specific historical
period for over two decades. We want to have a distinctive offer, based on
proposing our scientific and experimental knowledge to the public” (Val-
enti & Salzotti, 2017, p. 249).

Figure 2. Poggibonsi Archaeodrome (Siena, Italy), inside the longhouse — Photo credits to Camillo Balossini

Source: Valenti & Salzotti, 2017, p. 260.
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Figure 3 shows the relevant aspects of Archedtipo BM, providing criti-
cal insights into how CCO founders EB influence the relationship between
IC and BM. The value proposition of Archedtipo consists of transferring
historical knowledge to the public enabled by storytelling and sensory
experiences, which take place on weekly appointments organized at the
archeodrome of Poggibonsi, designed for schools, or specifically tailored
initiatives, such as the reconstruction of the fresco “Allegory of Good Gov-
ernment'” (Lorenzetti, F., 1338-1339, Salon of Nine, Siena Council City
Hall), occurred during the event “Siena Food Innovation” (Siena 5-6 Oc-
tober 2017). Such initiatives can be undertaken thanks to archaeological
and historical research that can adequately support the reconstruction and
reproduction of daily life scenes, including the structures/buildings and
equipment of the High Middle Ages (see figure 2), in living history events
and collective storytelling activities.

Figure 3. The business model of Archeotipo

Key partners

* University of Siena

* Municipalities in the area
* Local schools

+ Third-sector organizations

Key activities
« Living History

Value proposition

Transferring historical

* Historical Rescarch

* Archeological Research

* Re-construction of
buildings and furnitures
from the Middle-Age

* Promotion and Marketing

* Maintenance of the site

ige to the public
enabled by storytelling and
sensory experiences, which
take places on weekly
appointments organized at
the archeodrome of
Poggibonsi, through
ional activities

designed for schools, or

C

G

Horizontal relations with
local communities, school
administrations, and other
key players in the area (e.g.,
cultural associations)

* Local governments.
* Local communities.
* Schools

* Individual citizens

Keyr specifi tailored Distribution Channels
Tangible Resources nitiatives. Services are provided on
+ Human Resources specific locations, such as the
* Facilities & Equipment archeodrome of Poggibonsi.
Intangible Resources
* Know How
+ Scientific Expertise
Financial resources
+ EU-founded Project budgets
Cost structure Revenue streams
In order of relevance: In order of relevance:
+ Personnel and labor costs * Guided tours and teaching sessions at the archeodrome
* Equipment * Living history representation at specific events
* Raw materials * Contributions from the icipality of Poggibonsi
* Other direct and indirect costs (e.g., energy) * Contributions from Tuscany Regional Administration

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Human capital is instrumental in the development of such activities. In
fact, as the “key resource section” in Figure 3 reports, the staff members
contribute to enacting historical reconstruction activities with their know-
how, know-what, and know-why. In this perspective, the University of
Siena is an essential partner as Archedtipo founders matured 15 years of
research experience at the Laboratory of Computer Science Applied to Me-
dieval Archaeology at the Department of Archaeology and History of Arts.

1 The paintings depict the effects of good and bad government on the city and the countryside,
as well as the allegorical figures of the virtues and vices of government.
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Services are mainly delivered on commission to peculiar types of users,
such as the municipalities located in the area and the schools. With them,
Archedtipo maintains horizontal relationships oriented to collaboration
with the intent to strengthen partnerships, which may also lead to the de-
velopment of new activities to enrich the current value proposition.

The bottom part of the BMC accounts for the economic aspect of
Archeotipo BM. The revenues primarily come from the sale of tickets to
the archeodrome guided tours and teaching sessions. Though not frequent,
historical reconstructions and representations on commission are a second
relevant revenue source. In addition to that, Archebtipo receives contribu-
tions from the Municipality of Poggibonsi and the Regional administra-
tion. The rigid cost structure primarily concerns personnel costs, associated
labor costs, equipment uses, and construction of buildings and furniture,
including maintenance.

The BMC portrays Archedtipo as an example of an innovative CCO with
a value proposition that highly relies on the robust research experiences of
its founders. Their EB has enabled Archedtipo to offer a comprehensive
“archaeodrome experience” beyond mere feature restoration, making it
a “Public Archaeology” endeavor that encourages audience participation
through practical engagement. Thanks to the partnerships with the uni-
versity, from which Archedtipo has budded, and the specialized knowl-
edge of the founding team, it has crafted a business model that effectively
delivers an exceptionally creative value proposition. By conveying scien-
tific data derived from archaeological research, supplemented by historical
facts, they provide a more comprehensive and engaging portrayal of daily
life during the Medieval Ages. This immersive approach allows individu-
als seeking to learn about history to have experiential activities that bring
them closer to the tangible essence of history.

5.2 Archeofficina: a cooperative undertaking to enhance the archaeological,
architectural, and cultural heritage

Founded in 2013 by three young archaeologists, Archeofficina is a co-
operative of archaeologists that operates in Sicily, mainly in the province
of Palermo (Italy), where it manages and promotes the use of two archaeo-
logical sites: the Catacomb of Porta d’Ossuna and the Catacomb of Villa-
grazia di Carini. These are two ancient underground cemeteries that date
back to the 4th century AD and are examples of the early Christian culture
and art in the region. For this reason, both archaeological sites are relevant
tourist attractions in the area and are under the direction of the Pontifical
Commission of Sacred Archaeology.

In addition to managing such sites, the scope of Archeofficina includes
archaeological research, study, cataloging, graphic restitution, and resto-

128



ration of finds from excavations or museum deposits. It also covers ar-
chaeological education for schools through illustrative excavations and for
universities through workshops and internships. As Figure 4 shows, Ar-
cheofficina value proposition consists of promoting and enhancing Sicily’s
archaeological, architectural, and artistic heritage and disseminating the
techniques and methods of archaeological research.

The analysis of the BM of Archeofficina shows how the cooperative is
able to offer value to the customer segments it addresses by leveraging IC.
In this sense, the management of the catacombs requires the execution of
some activities associated with the delivery of the service. The predomi-
nant activities are the administration of the two archaeological sites, which
include ordinary and extraordinary activities (from project scouting to
maintenance of the structures). Other essential activities concern market-
ing and promotion initiatives of the archaeological sites, which involve di-
rect contact with potential customers (i.e., tourist groups and schools) and
the dissemination of the Archeofficina cultural proposal. Project scouting is
instrumental to developing the services offered, as external funding allows
the CCO to make some critical investments (e.g., renovation of spaces,
structures, and equipment). The preventive archaeology activities consist
of the archaeological surveillance of the excavations, including works car-
ried out on commission for the benefit of private companies.

Figure 4. The business model of Archeofficina
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Sacred Archacology : ';o"?"s:" mm;!:cung ion and inistrations, and other * Other archeologists
* Regional control boby of TOJo0} SN of the archacological, key players in the area (e.g., = Universities
Cultural and * Archacological rescarch architectural, and artistic cultural associations) * Palermo Curia

+ Experimental archaeology
* Preventive archaeology
+ Education and training

heritage of the Sicilian
territory, as well as on the
dissemination of the

and methods of
archaeological research.
Key resources Distribution Channels

Tangible Resources Services are delivered ad the

* Human RE‘.sourccs ) archeological sites. Customer
* Laboratoties of experimental

Environmental Heritage
* University of Palermo
* Municipality of Carini

segments are addressed by
I n'mh:xl;}ogky marketing actions through
Intangible Resources -
g gerial skills web, email, and telephone.
* Teaching skills
Financial resources
* Projects fundings
Cost structure Revenue streams

In order of relevance: In order of relevance:

* Personnel and labor costs * Catacombs tickets sale rate
* Reimbursement of loans « Excavations

* Maintenance costs « Workshops of

* Sponsorships

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

To realize the activities at the center of the BM, Archeofficina has de-
veloped a set of strategic resources, configuring a system of tangible,
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intangible, and financial assets that are critical to its value proposition. In
particular, key resources are human resources and their skills. In fact, the
archaeologists of Archeofficina have very varied skills that range from

3D modeling of buildings to research and publishing, from teaching and
pedagogy in foreign languages to communication, web-publishing, and
social media. These skills allow the cooperative to carry out many of the
processes internally, thus increasing the added value. For instance, ex-
perimental archaeology workshops are devoted to schoolchildren and
include simulations of excavations inside special formworks, the recovery
of finds, and the realization of frescoes according to ancient techniques.
Opver the years, Archeofficina has acquired equipment and tools that
today have an essential role in providing services (e.g., the walkways,

the lighting system of the catacombs, exhibition panels, and the tools
needed in experimental archaeology workshops). In addition, the coop-
erative has developed functional partnerships for value creation with

the Pontifical Commission of Sacred Archaeology, the Regional control
body of Environment and Heritage of Palermo (Italy), the University of
Palermo (Italy), and the Municipality of Carini (i.e., a small town located
near Palermo where one catacomb is located). Thanks to the intense col-
laborations with these stakeholders, Archeofficina can plan improvements
in the quality of the services and further develop its value proposition.
The revenue stream comes largely from visits to the catacombs and sec-
ondarily from excavation activities. Residuals are the sponsorships and
the revenues associated with experimental archaeology workshops. Costs
originate from personnel and reimbursement of loans.

The analysis of the business model of Archeofficina highlights that the
value proposition of the cooperative is built around a very solid partner-
ship with the Pontifical Commission of Sacred Archaeology. As the found-
er noted during the interview, while enrolled in a study program in Ar-
chaeology at the University of Palermo, they were involved in a research
project targeting both catacombs by faculty members (e.g., professors and
researchers). Thanks to the project, CCO founders strengthened the part-
nership with the Pontifical Commission of Sacred Archaeology, developing
an after-plan to manage both archaeological sites. In addition, Archeoffici-
na founders leveraged their competencies in archaeological methodology,
3D modeling, marketing, education, and training, even in other languages,
to integrate different services along the value chain. In fact, as one of the
founders reported during the interview, they managed the excavations of
the catacombs and drew a comprehensive project to make such sites us-
able to visitors (e.g., lights, boardwalk, website, guided tours, and other
materials). In this case, the educational background of CCO founders has
enabled the development of IC components (i.e.,, human capital and rela-
tional resources), influencing the design of an integrated BM with a specific
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value proposition that highly relies on network relationships and cross-
disciplinary competencies.

5.3 Digital Media Curator Agency in the archaeological field

Founded by an archaeologist with expertise in social media marketing,
the agency is committed to promoting cultural heritage. The agency runs
ArcheoPop, i.e., an online community focused on archaeology. Also, it de-
signs digital communication strategies for museums and cultural projects,
including “MuseumWeek” and F@Mu (i.e., Family Day at the Museum),
provides services to the Higher Institute for Conservation and Restoration
of the MiBACT (i.e., Italian Minister of Cultural Heritage and Tourism), and
collaborates on the Italian edition of the international project #SheMeans-
Business, a conference organized by Facebook Inc.

The agency value proposition consists of collecting cultural content
that is worthwhile to disseminate and communicate to the general public
through traditional and / or digital media. Figure 5 shows the BM of a digi-
tal media curator agency. The activities associated with the value proposi-
tion are mainly editorial and are oriented to content editing for magazines
or social network pages, including the search for scientific articles worth
disseminating to the public. To carry out such activities, a set of resources
is needed. Tangible assets include the community of users on different so-
cial networks (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram users) to which the
content is addressed, the technologies (e.g., website, platforms, newslet-
ters) used to this end, and a large portfolio of contacts, which is a source of
potential content and clients. Intangible resources cluster the professional
skills (e.g., editorial skills) and professional reputation as a synthesis of the
quality of the service rendered to customers.
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Figure 5. The business model of a Digital Media Curation Agency
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The main customer segments are public administrations operating in
the field of Cultural Heritage, including national and local museums and
cultural associations and foundations. With them, relationships are mainly
of a formal/institutional nature. Horizontal relationships are instead the
basis of networking activities during cultural events and exhibitions, and
aim to get in touch with new potential customers and/or collaborations.
Key partners are the press agencies, newspapers, magazines, national and
local museums, and professional networks of archaeologists. Besides per-
sonnel and collaborators, other costs mainly originate from the manage-
ment of the website (e.g., hosting and graphic design), editorial services,
social media advertisement costs, and equipment. Revenues come from the
consultancy activities carried out.

As emerged from the interview with the founder, a digital media curator
agency can create, deliver, and capture value if provided services ensure
1) high coverage of a potential audience; 2) high-impact publications, in
terms of frequency and number of sharing and / or likes on social networks;
and 3) high conversion rate of views into visits to the original source/sites.
This entails blending the ability to deliver creative outputs, an attitude to
sense emerging technological trends, and the ability to adapt to the impli-
cations of such innovation with specialized knowledge in the field where it
operates. To gain such skills, a solid EB of the founders (i.e., a Master of Sci-
ence completed with specialized studies in archaeology) with several expe-
riences in digital media curation projects may be conducive. Effects of such
influence can be found in the use of engaging, simple, clear, and sometimes
even funny language, as well as in the editorial cut, the frequent updates
of the content, the timeliness of the publication, the uniqueness of the con-
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tent, and the wide coverage of the publications. IC and BM are affected by
the EB, making the unique approach to communicating archaeology and
cultural content a blend of the methodological rigor of a researcher, the
marketing touch of a social media manager, and the passion of a blogger.

6. On the influence of educational background on the relationships
between intellectual capital and business model

The evidence of the three cases previously commented offers a discus-
sion basis to illustrate how CCO founders EB influence the relationships
between IC and BM.

Archedtipo is dedicated to educating the public about history through
a unique approach focusing on immersive sensory experiences. With its
wealth of intellectual capital, Archedtipo offers innovative and appealing
services, such as living history, collective storytelling, historical reconstruc-
tion and representation, and archaeological and historical research. Con-
solidated knowledge in medieval archaeology developed in 15 years of re-
search has enabled Archeotipo to deliver a remarkably creative value prop-
osition while ensuring scientific methodological accuracy in their narrative
approach to public archaeology. The strong partnerships with academic
institutions and archaeological associations enhanced the project network.

Partnerships were also found important in the case of Archeofficina. A
BM focal point is the relationship with the Pontifical Commission of Sacred
Archaeology and the Palermo Curia. In this case, as the case analysis has
shown, a wide portfolio of specialized competencies (e.g., archaeological
methodology, 3D modeling, marketing, education, and training), which
cut across different disciplines, have helped CCO founders design a highly
integrated BM, with impact on the autonomy of the value proposition and
the cost structure as well.

Additional signs of the influence of CCO founders educational back-
ground on the relationships between IC and BM were found in the case
of a digital media curation agency. In this case, formal education blended
with several prior experiences in digital media curation projects nurtured
a strong professional capacity, which can be localized in the creativity of
the outputs (e.g., media campaign, website editorial cut, and engaging
communicative strategy) and adaptability to the implications of new tech-
nologies (e.g., active presence with highly effective timely publications on
several social media).

Such evidence renders CCO founders EB as a field, moderating the re-
lationships between IC and BM, as shown in Figure 6. We position IC and
BM within such a field for three main reasons. First, specialized knowl-
edge, effective organizational routines, and boundary-spanning behaviors
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(i.e., the three components of IC) result from formal education, training,
and experiences. Second, given that BMs provide structured representa-
tions of how organizations create, deliver, and capture value, the creativity,
technical skills, and experiences of CCO founders become critical to turn
their intentions into a feasible BM (Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000; Elia &
Lerro, 2020; Teece, 2010b). Third, IC guides BM design with experience, ca-
pabilities, and relationships (i.e., arrow 1 in Figure 6); at the same time, BM
innovation would require that knowledge, skills, and networks be extend-
ed (i.e., arrow 2 in Figure 6) (Cosenz & Bivona, 2021b). The field EB hosts
four scalars that influence the relationships between IC and BM, as Figure
6 shown. Such scalars are used to represent the magnitude of a quantity.
As Figure 6 shows, they are 1) creativity, 2) network relationships, 3) cross-
disciplinarity, and 4) adaptability to technological innovation.

As for the first, our analysis has found that CCO founders’ creativity
may be an engine for early phases of start-up and development (Corvello
etal., 2023) as it makes a value proposition highly competitive in satisfying
users’ needs (Dimitropoulou et al., 2023; Santoro et al., 2020). Concerning
the second scalar, network relationships may have complex and multifac-
eted influences on IC and BM. They provide directions to CCO founders
to turn their earlier connections into a system of key partnerships that are
supportive to build structural capital and design a feasible value proposi-
tion. If supportive, a network of relationships can help the organization
to access and exploit external knowledge, resources, and opportunities,
which can improve its key assets (Elia & Lerro, 2020; Schiuma, 2017b). In
fact, as discussed in the previous section, key resources like the funding in
the case of Archeotipo and the catacombs in the case of Archeofficina were
made available by two partners, the University of Siena and the Pontifical
Commission of Sacred Archaeology, respectively.
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Figure 6. Educational background as a scalar field influencing the relationships between IC and BM
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Network relationships are also a source of challenges for human and
structural capital as cooperation with partners can influence the organi-
zation’s ability to adapt its BM in response to changing customer needs,
market conditions, and technological innovation (Campos et al., 2022; Fer-
reira et al., 2022). This leads to the third scalar displayed in Figure 6, i.e.,
adaptability to technological innovation. As the example of a digital media
curation agency has shown, social media is a powerful tool for dissemi-
nating cultural content, as it allows users to share, comment, and interact
with various forms of media, such as text, images, videos, and audio, de-
manding CCO founders to tailor proposed content to the characteristics of
the users, the platforms, and the means. Finally, the fourth scalar is cross-
disciplinarity, which reflects CCO founders’ ability to cut across different
study disciplines and to integrate them to address a common problem
(Heitzmann et al., 2021). This element was found in the case of the build-
ing of the archeodrome, which required the integration of archaeological
and historical competencies with a mastery of Medieval construction tech-
niques. Also, in the other two cases, as previously remarked, leveraging
cross-disciplinary human capital impacts the value creation and value cap-
ture functions of the BM, positively affecting the cost structure.
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7. Conclusion

In this work, we have investigated the influence of CCO founders EB on
the relationships between IC and BM. As EB stems from formal education,
training, and experiences, the formation of IC and its effects on BM design
of CCOs are critically shaped by the founders’ prior knowledge, experienc-
es, and partnership. Evidence of such an influence has emerged from the
empirical investigation. In fact, through the BMC analysis of three cases
in the archaeological field, this paper has illustrated that EB has more far-
reaching outcomes than the mere definition of a creative value proposition
(Bini et al., 2016; Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000; Edvinsson & Malone, 1997a;
Lepak et al.,, 2007). Creativity, network relationships, cross-disciplinary
competencies, and adaptability to new technologies profile four scalars for
the field EB, influencing the relationships between IC and BM.

In fact, our study addressed this gap by exploring how the EB of CCO
founders influences the relationship between IC and BM. We posited that
founders’ EB nurtures human, structural, and relational assets, making IC
a strategic asset in CCOs’ value proposition. This reveals that founders’
EB is critical for effective BM design and for building valuable and diffuse
resources and capabilities.

By discussing the influence of EB on IC and BM in CCOs, this work has
addressed the research question raised in the introduction of this work.
This contributes to the literature on the relationships between IC and BM,
with insights into four directions associated with the effects of CCO found-
ers EB. Firstly, it has been noted that the creativity of CCO founders can act
as a driving force during the early stages of a start-up and development
(Corvello et al., 2023). This is because it enables the creation of a highly
competitive value proposition that effectively satisfies users’ needs (Dimi-
tropoulou et al., 2023; Santoro et al., 2020). Second, establishing strong
relationships within a network can greatly influence the development of
IC and BM. For those leading a CCO, it is crucial to utilize their existing
connections and foster key partnerships that can open doors to external
knowledge, resources, and opportunities to enhance key assets (Elia &
Lerro, 2020; Schiuma, 2017b). Third, collaborating with partners can have
a significant impact on an organization’s ability to respond to evolving
environmental conditions, such as technological advancements, challeng-
ing both human and structural capital (Campos et al., 2022; Ferreira et al.,
2022). Fourth, if CCO founders own multiple competencies that cut across
different disciplines, they can address common problems through a mul-
tidisciplinary perspective, as well as benefit from key methodological and
technical competencies developed internally (Heitzmann et al., 2021).

For CCOs, an increasingly remarkable role is played by intangible as-
sets rather than physical resources as enablers of valuable BM. The EB may
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provide CCO founders with the means to design a creative value proposi-
tion by unleashing the potential of IC. Higher education institutions may
trigger student willingness to start a business, provided that educational
programs involve students and early-stage researchers in knowledge-
transferring projects, such as academic spin-offs (Bridgstock & Cunning-
ham, 2016). In this case, we are not referring to academic entrepreneurship,
i.e., scientists and professors who start a business or join the board of an
existing company. Rather, we mean the capacity of an academic curriculum
to trigger creative ideas that motivate students to exploit their EB. By play-
ing such a role, higher education institutions may remarkably improve the
influence of EB on the relationships between IC and BM along one or more
of the four scalars identified in this work.

Theoretical implications of our study suggest that CCO founders’ EB is
a field hosting factors such as creativity, network relationships, cross-disci-
plinarity, and adaptability to technological innovation, which influence the
relationships between IC and BM. This novel conceptualization advances
our understanding of how founders’ personal background influences cor-
porate culture, offering new insights into the conditions under which spe-
cific individual characteristics impact IC and BM.

Practical implications recommend that would-be CCO founders consid-
er creativity, network relationships, cross-disciplinarity, and adaptability
to technological innovation as enabling conditions of IC when approach-
ing BM design. By doing so, they can enhance their organization’s ability to
innovate, sustain competitive advantage, and achieve long-term success.
In this context, emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence are re-
shaping the landscape in which CCOs operate, influencing education, IC
development, and BMs configurations. This is relevant for SMEs, such as
the CCOs, as Al tools increasingly mediate creative processes, decision-
making, and knowledge development flows. For this reason, artificial in-
telligence introduces new opportunities for innovation and new challenges
related to skills, ethics, and organizational adaptability.

Limitations of the study affect the scope of the empirical investigation,
which has targeted CCOs in the archaeological field. Related to the case
study, the reliance on a single field of practice may constrain the applica-
bility of the findings to other organizational contexts where the interplay
among EB, IC, and BM may differ to some extent. Additionally, while the
study qualitative design offers rich contextual depth, the lack of discon-
firmatory interviews limits the robustness of the findings by excluding
potentially divergent or contradictory perspectives. Such methodological
limitations impact the generalizability of the framework resulting from the
conceptual and empirical investigation presented in this work.

Further research may address these limitations by expanding the empiri-
cal base to include multiple case studies related to SMEs across diverse in-
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dustries, and employing mixed-methods approaches. Extending the scope of
analysis to other domains — such as sports organizations or third-sector enti-
ties — could help strengthen the scalar dimensions that characterize EB, there-
by enhancing the explanatory power and transferability of the framework.
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Abstract

Purpose. Coworking spaces are emerging as a new orga-
nizational archetype involving freelancers, independent
professionals, entrepreneurs, and corporate employees. Spe-
cialized providers design these innovative environments to
encourage continuous collaboration and knowledge sharing
among peers. However, to maximize their systematic en-
counters with like-minded individuals and achieve valuable
outcomes, users are required to self-regulate their behavior
daily. This investigation examines the role that proactive
behaviors and the sense of job control have in increasing the
meaning coworking users associate with their jobs as a key
value indicator.

Design/methodology/approach. The present research is
based on a quantitative study that involved 167 coworking
users in 42 different coworking spaces in Italy.

Findings. The results show that approach job crafting be-
haviors positively influence work meaningfulness and that
said relationship is strengthened by the job control indi-
viduals have.

Practical and social implications. Our research of-
fers important managerial implications, giving coworking
providers the tools to make their space more engaging by
promoting proactive behaviors and improving the knowl-
edge of users about how to make the best of their working
experience.

Originality of the study. Such findings broaden the lit-
erature on coworking spaces, currently underexplored, and
underline the importance of investigating, at the same time,
individual factors and contextual elements to better under-
stand the nature of work and its outcomes in these spaces.
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1. Introduction

Over the past few years, there have been significant changes in work
organization. Consequently, the needs of workers in terms of autonomy,
flexibility, and connections have varied, too (Bouncken et al., 2020). At the
same time, the knowledge economy started to become more and more
important, with professional figures such as freelancers and independent
workers at the center of the spotlight (Bouncken and Reuschl, 2018), trying
to find ways to face the challenges their daily routine poses (e.g., isolation,
the need to separate life spaces from workspaces, the lack of encounters
with different kinds of professional figures).

For these reasons, collaborative workplaces (Avdikos and Pettas, 2021)
became relevant, in particular, coworking spaces that manage to combine
autonomy and cooperation in a unique way, attracting freelancers and in-
dependent workers all around the world.

Shared workspaces started gaining popularity in 2005 in San Francisco
and London and gradually extended worldwide, with a significant increase
in the last few years. According to pre-COVID-19 pandemic figures, up
until 2022, shared workspaces counted around five million users (Avdikos
and Pettas, 2021) working across 50.000 spaces, most of which are classified
as coworking spaces. Their success may be due to the key concepts that
characterize these spaces (Bouncken and Reuschl, 2018; Bouncken et al.,
2021; Bueno et al., 2018): openness, inherent relationality, and challenging
nature. The first element underlines that this kind of space welcomes all
sorts of users, the second highlights the possibility of interacting with other
professional figures, and the third emphasizes workers’ need to manage
their professional activity in an autonomous, independent way.

The users of coworking spaces have access to a wide range of possi-
bilities, such as getting to know other like-minded individuals, exchanging
information, improving idea generation and implementation, and creating
new business opportunities. Moreover, coworking spaces offer an uncon-
ventional system of organization, with their geographically diffused, time-
variating, and differently configured modalities (Bouncken and Aslam,
2019). Based on a periodic fee, users are provided with office facilities
(e.g., desks, printers, internet connection), spaces for recreational activities
(e.g., kitchens, game rooms, gyms), and social experiences (e.g., training
classes, parties, dinners). In some cases, users can access such spaces 2417
and have the opportunity to adapt their working hours to their lifestyles.
The providers of coworking spaces design the environment by clarifying
rules and restrictions and, at the same time, encourage users to join ad hoc
events to contribute to making a rich and pleasant coworking experience
(Bouncken et al., 2020). The presence of a coordinating figure allows this
kind of working environment to be organized and loose, formal and infor-
mal at the same time.
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Although many scholars focused their attention on coworking spaces
(e.g., Avdikos and Pettas, 2021; Bouncken et al., 2021; Bueno et al., 2018;
Spreitzer et al., 2015), few studies have emphasized the importance of the
behaviors of workers in this setting. This is an important gap to fill since,
on the one hand, coworking spaces may offer many opportunities for us-
ers to be proactive because of a context permeated by autonomy and ver-
satility, and, on the other hand, workers must have the right attitude and
perform the right behaviors to make the most of their working life, to avoid
a “working alone, together” experience (Spinuzzi, 2012) and exploit every
opportunity offered by such an unconventional working environment. In
these contexts, job crafting emerges as a crucial element specifically be-
cause of the nature of coworking spaces that offer more opportunities for
proactivity that, we expect, may promote the sense of meaningfulness
workers associate with their jobs.

At the same time, it is important to notice that the coworking experience
“is not for everybody” (Howell, 2022). To take advantage of these unusual
working environments, users need to better understand the behaviors they
can perform to improve the quality of their professional lives. Specifically,
a proactive attitude represented by job crafting behaviors may help users
of coworking spaces to better fit in this setting by taking advantage of the
flexible context these spaces offer and, at the same time, interacting with
the vital and dynamic community usually found in these environments.

A fundamental characteristic of coworking spaces seems to be the
amount of autonomy users have to manage their professional lives, consid-
ering that workers who choose this work setting generally have more con-
trol over their decisions regarding their jobs than other, more traditional
working environments. Job control may be a valuable element to consider
in the analysis connected to the proactive behaviors of workers because it
is strictly linked to the choices workers make regarding the allocation of
resources (Bond and Flaxman, 2006) and the modification of demands (Du
et al., 2019).

Based on these premises, the study’s goal is to achieve an improved
comprehension of the relationship between the proactive behaviors of
workers in coworking spaces and work meaningfulness by helping answer
the following questions: can job crafting behaviors influence the meaning
workers attribute to their jobs in coworking spaces? Does job control mod-
ify the relationship between job crafting and work meaningfulness? To an-
swer the previously mentioned questions and contribute to filling a gap in
the literature regarding the behaviors of the users of coworking spaces and
job crafting, in this study, we have explored how proactive behaviors may
play a fundamental role in the construction of the perception of a more
meaningful job for coworking users and, at the same time, the importance
of job control in this process.
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Overall, we believe that our study contributes to the existing literature
on coworking spaces by shedding light on how coworking users may take
maximum advantage of their working experience by behaving proactively
and, consequently, according to our hypotheses, increasing the meaning
they associate with their jobs. Moreover, this research sheds light on the
dynamics of the relationship between the four separate dimensions of job
crafting behaviors and work meaningfulness and assesses whether job
control has a role in modifying said relationship.

2. Literature review and research hypotheses development

2.1 The relationship between job crafting and work meaningfulness

The initial conceptualization of job crafting was presented by
Wrzesniewski and Dutton in 2001. The authors defined it as a modifica-
tion of the task and relational boundaries of work outside the formal job
requirements with a consequent change in employees” work identities and
meaning (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001). Tims and Bakker (2010) inte-
grated this definition by theorizing the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R)
model that envisions job crafting as a set of proactive behaviors aimed at
increasing the available job resources and modifying job demands to im-
prove the person-job fit without considering formal job descriptions. The
scholars defined four types of job crafting behaviors aimed at increasing
structural resources, increasing social resources, increasing challenging job
demands, and decreasing hindering job demands.

Job resources are physical, psychological, social, or organizational job el-
ements that enable workers to achieve their objectives, carry out their tasks
by dealing with job demands, and promote personal growth and develop-
ment (Demerouti et al., 2001). Tims et al. (2012) differentiate structural and
social resources. Structural resources refer to elements such as autonomy,
responsibility, control, and knowledge of the job, while social resources
refer to elements such as support, guidance, feedback, and advice from
peers and leaders. When workers perceive that the available resources are
not enough, they show increased levels of stress and disengagement and
decreased levels of motivation (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). On the con-
trary, when workers perceive that more resources are available, they show
decreased levels of depersonalization and emotional exhaustion, increased
levels of satisfaction and engagement, and increased ability to develop fur-
ther resources (Bakker and Demerouti, 2008). Said resources are important
job elements that can be expanded by performing job crafting behaviors
aimed at increasing structural and social resources.
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Job demands are work features that can be differentiated between
“challenging” and “hindering”. Challenging job demands are perceived
by workers as complex but provide increased mastery experiences, sat-
isfaction, self-efficacy, work engagement, and personal development. An
example is participating in new projects with opportunities to learn and
grow professionally. Hindering job demands are perceived as an obstacle
between workers and the achievement of their goals and may increase the
levels of stress and anxiety (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). An example is a
task that is perceived as mentally or emotionally too intense.

The concept of “work meaningfulness” can be defined as the perception of
the significance workers attribute to their job, experiencing it as meaningful,
valuable, and worthwhile (Hackman and Oldham, 1976). Meaningful work
is associated with a series of benefits both for workers and organizations.
For example, individuals who experience their job as meaningful report bet-
ter psychological adjustment, intrinsic motivation, greater well-being, and
greater job satisfaction (Steger et al., 2012). In the first contribution regard-
ing job crafting, Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) highlighted a connection
between proactive behaviors and the meaning associated with one’s job by
stating that the “altered task and relational configurations change the de-
sign and social environment of the job, which, in turn, alters work meanings
[...]” (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001, p. 179). By changing a job’s cognitive
task boundaries (one of the job crafting behaviors theorized by the authors),
job crafters also modify the meaning they associate with the work they per-
form. An example provided by the scholars is an internet service provider
that does not simply “make sales” but connects people to the contemporary
world, giving them a powerful tool to constantly keep up with the current
times (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001). The employee in the example is at-
tributing a different meaning to their job, reinterpreting it using the lens of
their personal values so that they can increase their job satisfaction, well-
being, and intrinsic motivation.

In line with the previously mentioned theories and models, in this study,
we hypothesize that job crafting behaviors have a positive effect on work
meaningfulness. More specifically, we assume that increasing the available
structural resources may increase the meaning associated with one’s job
because having more autonomy, responsibility, control, and knowledge of
the job may make workers feel more confident about their ability to achieve
their goals and perform their daily tasks in a more meaningful way. When
workers proactively acquire and use the available resources consistent with
their goals and aspirations, some positive consequences, such as increased
levels of well-being and happiness, can be achieved (Berdicchia et al., 2022).
It seems plausible to assume that when workers perform behaviors aimed
at increasing structural resources, work meaningfulness also increases. The
possibility workers, and especially coworking users, have to decide and act
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in a discretional way leaves room for the customization, even if partial, of
job elements according to individual preferences, values, motivation, and
personal expectations (Tims and Bakker, 2010). In this stimulating context,
coworking users may be willing to acquire and keep structural resources
that are useful to maximize their working experience to avoid the feeling of
detachment from their job due to the physical distance from their organiza-
tion, colleagues, and supervisors.

Recent literature highlights that the key elements of coworking spaces
may be social interactions, social support, and knowledge sharing (Gar-
dentitsch et al., 2016). Previous studies show that one of the most common
reasons why workers decide to join coworking spaces is the opportunities
derived from interactions with people, random discoveries, and knowl-
edge sharing (Spreitzer et al., 2015; Hysa et al., 2024). Coworking users
may autonomously decide to receive and provide feedback (Bouncken and
Reuschl, 2018), and this means that they may craft their jobs by increasing
the social resources available. This proactive behavior seems to be funda-
mental for coworking users since connecting with peers through support,
guidance, feedback, and advice may bring more work meaningfulness to
their jobs. Coworking spaces are seen as highly collaborative communities
of freelancers, entrepreneurs, and professionals with a typical visionary
and innovative lifestyle (Ciasullo et al., 2019). Workers are involved in an
environment that prioritizes social exchanges through constant coopera-
tion with other users with different professional and personal backgrounds
(Bueno et al., 2018). In this context, workers increase social resources and,
consequently, associate more meaning with their job since one of the rea-
sons that brought them to coworking spaces may be the enhanced pos-
sibilities of professional support, advice, and feedback from workers with
completely different backgrounds (Spreitzer et al., 2015).

As regards the first two job crafting behaviors mentioned above, the
Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) seems in line with
our hypotheses since individuals tend to protect the resources they already
have and, at the same time, try to constantly increase them. This conse-
quently creates what Hobfoll (1989) calls a “gain spiral” that allows work-
ers to keep maintaining and increasing their resources. It is then plausible
to assume that workers who increase their structural and social resources
will keep increasing them and, consequently, increase also the meaning as-
sociated with their job.

Increasing challenging demands may help workers focus on what is
particularly meaningful to them by engaging in activities they believe are
difficult but rewarding. Coworking users who are engaged in a different
work environment compared to their peers working in more traditional
ones may feel the urge to increase the challenging demands associated
with their job to make it more interesting, consequently increasing the lev-
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els of work meaningfulness. When workers experience a more open in-
novation climate, flexible workplaces, and social interaction, all character-
istics found in coworking spaces (Hysa et al., 2024), they may choose to
engage in more meaningful activities according to their interests. Selecting
these kinds of challenging activities consequently increases the levels of
work meaningfulness because it is reasonable to assume that coworking
users (as workers in general), when given more flexibility and autonomy to
choose the demands associated with their job, would choose activities that
they believe are meaningful to them.

Consistent with this, when dealing with hindering demands, workers
may avoid those tasks that are perceived as an obstacle between them and
the achievement of their goal and do not provide meaning to their work. It
would be unreasonable to assume otherwise, since when individuals can
choose between shaping a job more suitably according to their preference,
nobody would choose to modify it by adding obstacles between them and
the achievement of their goal and avoiding more stimulating activities.

In the context of coworking spaces, this may be particularly relevant.
Coworking users who experience a different work environment compared
to their peers working in more traditional contexts may feel a stronger
need to act proactively because of the autonomous nature of the environ-
ment they work in every day. More importantly, to them, it is even more
fundamental to perceive work meaningfulness since being on their own
may make them feel detached from their actual goal and distant from cus-
tomers, peers, and supervisors. Consequently, we argue that job crafting
behaviors may have a positive effect on work meaningfulness in cowork-
ing spaces.

H1: The effect of Hla) increasing structural resources, H1b) increasing
social resources, H1c) increasing challenging demands, and H1d) decreas-
ing hindering demands on work meaningfulness is positive.

2.2 The moderating role of job control

Job control is defined as a perceived ability to exert some influence over
one’s work environment to make it more rewarding and less threatening
(Ganster, 1989). Previous literature underlines that job control is associ-
ated with some positive outcomes such as improved performance, men-
tal health, and job satisfaction (Hackman and Lawler, 1971). Workers with
higher levels of job control are more likely to influence the outcomes of
their jobs, have more decision rights over their tasks, and are more flexible
in efficiently allocating resources (Bond and Flaxman, 2006). For this rea-
son, the concept of job control seems to be strictly connected to job crafting
since workers who choose to proactively increase their resources or modify
their demands are “controlling” some aspects of their jobs. Therefore, we
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believe that the presence of job control may create more favorable condi-
tions for job crafting to have a positive effect on work meaningfulness. This
may be particularly true for coworking users who strongly rely on their
autonomy and the control they have of their job to carry out daily tasks and
achieve their goals.

Many different job design theories, such as the Job Characteristics Mod-
el (Hackman and Oldham, 1976), the Job Demand-Control Model (Karasek
and Theorell, 1990), and the Job Demands-Resources model (Tims and
Bakker, 2010), propose that job control is one of the most important job
resources. Said resource is intrinsically motivating because it fulfils basic
human needs and fosters individuals” growth and development (Deci and
Ryan, 2000). The two best-rated attributes of coworking spaces, accord-
ing to workers, are flexibility and autonomy (Bueno et al., 2018), so we
may assume that these are structural resources that they try to increase. As
previously mentioned, increasing the structural resources associated with
one’s job may increase the levels of work meaningfulness. When workers
show high levels of job control, they may decide to increase their resources
in a way that is in line with their values. For example, they may look for
more knowledge about their job because they are intrinsically motivated
to do so, to improve their daily working routine, and to find new inter-
esting unexplored aspects of their professional activity. On the contrary,
when the users of coworking spaces face situations where their job control
is limited (e.g., strict schedules, urgent deadlines), they may (in line with
the previous example) try to increase the knowledge regarding their jobs
just because they need to, because they have to solve a pressing problem,
to carry out an activity that they do not know how to perform and, conse-
quently, they try to increase their comprehension of it. Thus, we argue that,
in presence of job control, the relationship between increasing structural
resources and job meaningfulness may be modified.

In coworking spaces, social resources are more important than in other
settings. Previous literature shows that when workers lack coordination
or when many different choices can be made to carry out a specific activ-
ity, less structured than usual, in the absence of strict rules or procedures
to follow, they may look for certainty by connecting with other people,
looking for support, and learning and preserving information (Ashford,
1986). We argue that increasing the social resources connected to the job
consequently increases work meaningfulness. This relationship may thrive
in the presence of job control because of the different kinds of interaction
that this variable promotes. For example, when the social resources work-
ers seek are associated merely with solving their high-priority problems
because of the limited possibilities they have (e.g., little time to complete a
task, many activities to perform at the same time, lack of a skill connected
to a demand), individuals may feel that the quality of their social interac-
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tions is compromised. In this case, workers increase their social resources
with the main goal to achieve a result, solve a problem, accomplish a task,
and this may reduce the quality of the relationship between this proac-
tive behavior and work meaningfulness. On the contrary, when workers
are free to interact with other professional figures in a more relaxed, au-
tonomous way (e.g., during the breaks in the recreational spaces offered
by coworking spaces), the relationship between the proactive behavior of
increasing their social resources and work meaningfulness may be consid-
erably strengthened. We believe this may happen because the quality and
content of social interactions are different in presence of job control, that
allows individuals to look for social resources that may not only directed
to the solution of a problem but to the implementation of new skills learnt
from other professional figures, a different mindset to deal with one’s job,
an out-of-the-box thinking inherent to the mutual exchange of information
coming from individuals with heterogeneous backgrounds. This kind of
interaction is possible only when workers show high levels of job control
that, consequently, may modify the relationship between increasing social
resources and work meaningfulness.

The Job Demand-Control model (JD-C), theorized by Karasek and
Theorell (1990), points out that workers with higher levels of control can
choose how to best cope with new demands or challenges. This may help
them discover new ways to perform their job more effectively, thus gain-
ing competence, confidence, productivity, and accomplishment (Bond and
Flaxman, 2006). In the JD-C model, this sense of accomplishment is also
referred to as “active learning”. Feeling confident, competent, productive,
and accomplished may enhance the meaning that workers associate with
their jobs. In the context of coworking spaces, the dynamic, flexible climate
and the constant social connections may encourage workers to increase the
levels of challenging job demands. Workers may be inspired by others and
develop new business ideas that may stimulate them to engage in challeng-
ing activities. We argue that increasing the challenging demands of one’s
job is associated with increased levels of work meaningfulness. Having
more job control allows workers to choose which activities and tasks are
more suitable to their needs and increase person-job fit, meaningfulness,
well-being and has positive consequences on performance. When cowork-
ing users have little or no job control, they are limited in their decisions to
choose the demands and, consequently, embark on activities strictly con-
nected to the achievement of professional goals that may be fundamental
in the short term but do not bring the advantages mentioned above. When
workers are free to choose the tasks and activities connected to their jobs,
it is reasonable to assume that they choose tasks that are challenging and
rewarding, in line with their aspirations, inclinations, and desires. For all
the above-mentioned reasons, we argue that job control modifies the rela-
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tionship between increasing challenging job demands and work meaning-
fulness.

Hindering job demands are perceived as an excessive workload that
impedes the achievement of goals and may increase the levels of stress
and anxiety. The JD-C model underlines that job control enables workers
to deal with excessive job demands effectively, thus avoiding strain (Kar-
asek and Theorell, 1990). As a consequence, job control enables employees
to effectively deal with such demands by implementing strategies such as
delegating work tasks, prioritizing goals and tasks, or taking breaks that
allow workers to recover. All these behaviors may be considered a form
of decreasing hindering job demands, which we believe may bring more
work meaningfulness. When workers find themselves in highly controlled
working settings, the above-mentioned relationship may be weakened due
to the limits workers may face. For example, workers who have no time
to manage the overwhelming number of requests and tasks may decrease
hindering demands and consequently increase the meaningfulness associ-
ated with their job in a completely different way compared to workers who
can autonomously choose the best activities to perform because they have
higher levels of job control and do not have to worry too much about the
consequences of their freely chosen actions. For all the above-mentioned
reasons, we believe that, in the presence of job control, the relationship be-
tween behaviors aimed at decreasing hindering demands and the meaning
workers attribute to their jobs may be strengthened.

H2: Job control strengthens the positive relationship between H2a) in-
creasing structural resources, H2b) increasing social resources, H2c) in-
creasing challenging demands, and H2d) decreasing hindering demands
and work meaningfulness.

Overall, our hypotheses are represented in the following conceptual
model.
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Fig. 1. Tested model
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3. Methodology
3.1 Participants and Procedures

The Italian Conference of Coworking Spaces is an official event where
most Italian coworking space providers and users can share ideas and dis-
cuss trends to promote the coworking movement in general. The initial
stage of our investigation involved contacting the promoters of the Con-
ference, with whom we already had a research partnership. As a result of
said partnership, we could i) verify our key methodological choices start-
ing from a sample selection, ii) test and refine the questions of our survey
through an online focus session with a purposeful sample (Creswell and
Plano Clark, 2011) of coworking users participating to the 2021 virtual edi-
tion of the Conference, iii) get the list of Italian coworking spaces joining the
Conference. To provide homogeneity in the sample, we decided not to in-
clude global entrepreneurial-driven coworking spaces such as “WeWork”.

The second stage of our study concerned contacting the community
managers/owners of every chosen coworking space. We clarified the goals
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of our research, the type of coworking spaces we were looking for, and the
content of the survey. Of the 239 coworking spaces we contacted, 42 decid-
ed to join the study (about 18%). Afterwards, the community managers/
owners sent the survey to all the coworker members of the community,
asking them to respond and ensuring anonymity.

Of the 190 surveys we received, 23 were incomplete, so we could not
include them in the analysis. The final sample we used was composed of
167 coworking users (mainly start-uppers, consultants, and professionals
coming from a wide variety of areas), with an average age of 40.6 years (SD
7.9), with slightly more females (56.3%). As regards qualifications, 10.8%
had a high school diploma, 62.3% had a bachelor’s degree, and 26.9% had
amaster’s degree or a PhD. Most participants are web designers (30%) and
entrepreneurs (24%), but there are also writers (7%), management consult-
ants (17%), project managers (9%), and marketing/sales technicians (13%).

3.2 Measures

A professional translator translated each measuring scale, as the re-
spondents’ native language was Italian. To validate the translation, we
used the back translation method (Brislin et al., 1973).

Job crafting. We used the sub-dimensions of the job crafting scale devel-
oped by Tims et al. (2012) to measure job crafting. The first three dimen-
sions (“increasing structural resources”, “increasing social resources”, and
“increasing challenging demands”) include 5 items each, while the dimen-
sion “decreasing hindering demands” includes 6 items. Since, in cowork-
ing spaces, there are no supervisory roles, we decided to eliminate from the
“increasing social resources” dimension the behavior related to seeking the
support of the supervisor.

Some examples for each variable are “I try to develop my capabilities”
for “increasing structural resources”; “I ask colleagues for advice” for “in-
creasing social resources”; “when an interesting project comes along in my
coworking space, I offer myself proactively as project coworker” for “in-
creasing challenging demands”; and “I make sure that my work is men-
tally less intense” for “decreasing hindering demands”. The Cronbach’s
alpha estimates for these scales are, respectively, 0.84, 0.90, 0.89, and 0.84.

Job control. Job control was measured by adapting the Karasek et al.
(1998) Job Content Questionnaire. The instrument comprises 3 items. A
sample item is “I have a lot of say about what happens on my job”. The
alpha was 0.71.

Work meaningfulness. Work meaningfulness was measured by the
Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI) developed by Steger et al. (2012).
The instrument comprises 10 items. A sample item is “I have a good sense
of what makes my job meaningful”. The alpha was 0.92.
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Control variables. To rule out the potential confounding effects of socio-
demographic variables, several variables (age, gender, education level, and
job tenure) were controlled for.

4. Findings

Before testing our hypotheses, we performed numerous preliminary
analyses. Our data were all collected at one point in time, and all self-re-
ported, so we tried to avoid the risk of common method variance (CMV)
by taking some precautions. We used reliable psychometric scales validat-
ed in the relevant literature and ensured anonymity for all respondents
(Podsakoff et al., 2012).

We also analyzed the structural validity of the scales. We performed a
confirmatory factor analysis in AMOS. The proposed model, a six-factor
model in which increasing structural job resources, increasing social job
resources, increasing challenging job demands, decreasing hindering de-
mands, job control, and work meaningfulness loaded on their respective
factor exhibits an acceptable fit [x2 = 937.23 (df = 419), CFI =0.92, IFI=0.92,
TLI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.06].

Other competitive models, i.e., a five-factor model where we constrained
increasing structural resources and increasing social resources to load on
one factor [x2 =1187.17, (df = 424), CFI =0.80, IFI = 0.80, TLI = 0.77, RMSEA
=0.10]) and a three-factor model, where we constrained all items related to
job crafting to load on one factor [x2 = 1799.07 (df = 431), CFI = 0.55, IFI =
0.56, TLI = 0.50, RMSEA = 0.14], show a poorer fit of the data.

Lastly, we calculated the means, standard deviations, and intercorrela-
tions of all variables in the analysis, as reported in Tab.1.
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Tab. 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of the variables.

Variables Mean | SD 1 2 3

1. Age 40.63 7.90

2. Gender 0.44 0.50 0.06

3. Job tenure 9.37 6.93 0.65*** | 0.06

4. Education 3.16 0.59 -0.13 -0.02 -0.32**

5, | Increasingstructural 425 050 | 051 |-022¢ |0.02
resources

6. Increasing social resources 3.32 0.92 -0.24™ | 0.13 -0.17*

7. | Increasing challenging 335|088 001 |-003 |0.14
demands

8. Decreasing hindering 246 0.61 2011 001 0.04
demands

9. Work meaningfulness 3.95 0.67 0.14 -0.14 -0.01

10. | Job control 4.05 0.68 0.03 0.07 0.1

Notes: N = 167. Cronbach’s alpha are listed in parentheses on the diagonal. Gender: male = 1; female
=0. Education: 1 = middle school diploma or less; 2 = high school diploma; 3 = bachelor degree 4 =
master degree or more.

*p <0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Tab.1 Continued

4 5 6 7 8 9 10
-0.10 (0.84)

0.12 0.22** (0.90)

-0.14 0.297** 0.53"** (0.89)

-0.08 0.12 0.10 0.01 (0.84)

0.02 0.48*** 0.28*** 0.25** 0.08 (0.92)

0.11 0.25** 0.17¢ .017* 0.13 0.24** (0.71)

4.1 Hypothesis testing

Since the danger of including multiple Xs in a regression model “is the
possibility that highly correlated Xs will cancel out each other’s effects”
and since “the stronger the associations between the variables in the model,
the greater the potential of such a problem” (Hayes, 2013, p. 195), we built
four separate models, one for each sub-dimension of job crafting, instead
of just one comprehensive model. It is important to notice that, according
to Hayes (2013), both approaches are legitimate. In the first step (which
was the same for all the models), age, gender, job tenure, and education
were entered as control variables. In the second step, we added the inde-
pendent variable (the job crafting dimension under study) and job control.

Results (see Tab. 2) show that work meaningfulness is influenced posi-
tively by increasing job resources (structural: f = 0.56, p < 0.001, social:
B =0.20, p < 0.001) and increasing challenging demands (see Tab. 3) ( =
0.18, p < 0.001). Thus, hypotheses Hla, H1b, and H1c are supported. Con-
trary to what we expected, decreasing hindering demands does not affect
work meaningfulness (see Tab. 3). Thus, hypothesis H1d is not supported.
Finally, in step 3 of the regression, we added the interaction terms. The in-
teraction term is significantly positive for increasing structural resources (3
=0.29, p < 0.05), increasing social resources ( = 0.17, p < 0.05), and increas-
ing challenging demand ( = 0.27, p < 0.001). Thus, hypotheses H2a, H2b,
and H2c are supported. Hypothesis H2d is not supported, as the interac-
tion term for decreasing hindering demands is not significant.
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Tab. 2. Results of regression analysis (job crafting resources as independent variables).

Model 1 Model 2
IDV = Increasing structural IDV = Increasing social re-
resources sources
DV = work meaningfulness DV = work meaningfulness
Variable Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 2 Step 3
Age 0.02** 0.02** 0.03** 0.03*** 0.03**
Gender -0.19 -0.08 -0.09 -0.17 -0.17
Education 0.01 0.03 0.03 -0.07 -0.02
Tenure -0.02 -0.02* -0.02* -0.02* -0.02*
Job crafting 0.57%** 0.60™** 0.20™** 0.18™*
Job control 0.15* 0.11 0.22** 0.25%*
Job crafting x Job control 0.29* 0.17*
R2 0.06 0.28 0.30 0.20 0.23
AR2 0.22 0.02 0.14 0.03
F 2.57% 10.64*** 0.97*** 6.67°"* 6.69"*

Note. N = 167. Entries are unstandardized coefficient estimates.
*p <0.05 * p <0.01; *** p <0.001.

Tab. 3. Results of regression analysis (job crafting demands as independent variables).

Model 3 Model 4
IDV = Increasing challenging | IDV = Decreasing hindering
demands demands
DV = Work meaningfulness | DV = work meaningfulness
Variable Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 2 Step 3
Age 0.02** 0.02** 0.03** 0.02** 0.02**
Gender -0.19 -0.20% -0.20% -0.22% -0.21*
Education 0.01 -0.01 0.01 -0.04 -0.04
Tenure -0.02 -0.03** -0.02%¢ -0.02* -0.02*¢
Job crafting 0.18** 0.16* 0.08 0.05
Job control 0.23%** 0.26*** 0.26*** 0.26***
Job crafting x Job control 0.27%%* 0.13
R2 0.06 0.19 0.24 0.14 0.14
AR2 0.13 0.18 0.08 0.08
F 2.57% 6.15*** 7.32%% 4.23%* 3.76***

Note. N = 167. Entries are unstandardized coefficient estimates.
*p <0.05 " p <0.01; ™ p < 0.001.
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To provide a clearer representation of the significant interaction effects,
we plotted simple slopes, one standard deviation below and one above the
mean of the job control measure (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. The moderating effect of Job control on the relationship between Job crafting and Work meaningfulness
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4. Discussion

The results show that hypothesis H1d is not supported. The relation-
ship between the proactive behavior of decreasing hindering demands and
work meaningfulness is not positive as we expected, it is non-significant.
According to previous literature, this result could be interpreted in line with
the distinction Bruning and Campion (2018) make between “approach job
crafting” and “avoidance job crafting” supported by the Transactive The-
ory (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) that states that individuals deal with po-
tential threats in both approach and avoidant manners. Approach job craft-
ing activities are characterized by the attempt to increase resources and to
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accept challenges (Bruning and Campion, 2018), referring to the behaviors
represented by Hla, H1b, and Hlc that our results support. Avoidance job
crafting, on the other hand, is aimed at reducing or eliminating part of
an individual’s work and reflects the behavior of decreasing hindering job
demands included in H1d, not supported by our results. Our contrasting
results may emerge due to this distinction that underlines how avoidance
job crafting behaviors may be negatively related to engagement (Petrou et
al., 2012) and motivation (Petrou et al., 2012). Therefore, it is reasonable to
assume that the relationship between job crafting behaviors aimed at de-
creasing hindering demands and work meaningfulness is influenced by all
the above-mentioned effects.

In the context of coworking spaces, this acquires more importance since
many aspects of these “collaborative workplaces” (Avdikos and Pettas, 2021)
are connected with approach job crafting activities that may be the ones as-
sociated with the meaning workers attribute to their job. Some of these as-
pects include the attainment of new capabilities and abilities through learn-
ing opportunities provided through workshops and seminars (Bouncken
and Aslam, 2019) that are expected to be connected with more autonomy,
responsibility, and knowledge of the job (increasing structural resources),
supporting cooperation (Peleteiro et al., 2015) and knowledge-sharing (Spre-
itzer et al., 2015) (increasing social resources), and the “challenging nature”
of coworking spaces (Berdicchia et al., 2022) that involves the willingness of
coworking users to shape their daily activities to make them more interest-
ing and rewarding (increasing challenging demands). This may be the rea-
son why Hla, H1b, and Hlc are supported while H1d is not.

5. Implications
5.1 Theoretical implications

To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to analyze the rela-
tionship between job crafting behaviors and work meaningfulness in cow-
orking spaces. Acquiring a better understanding regarding the connections
between the proactive behaviors of users and the psychological dynamics
involved in the association of meaning to one’s job is of paramount impor-
tance in the context of coworking spaces since the novelty and peculiarity
of these specific settings, compared to other more traditional ones, has not
yet been deeply explored from the point of view of the positive outcomes
of proactive behaviors, work meaningfulness, and the influence of job con-
trol on such relationships. Traditional work settings do not offer the wide
range of possibilities of coworking spaces and, therefore, in such a context,
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individuals may have more opportunities to craft their jobs, acquire more
job control, and associate meaning to their work in an original, unconven-
tional way. This is one of the reasons why this study provides an important
contribution to expanding the literature in this sense, analyzing the actual
behaviors of workers to understand how and under which circumstances
coworking users can make the most of their professional lives.

Moreover, our investigation considers the four separate dimensions of
job crafting and analyzes their relationship with the meaning workers as-
sociate with their job, and this may be relevant independently from the
context of coworking spaces, although further research is necessary to con-
firm our assumption. The mixed results obtained are in line with previous
studies (Zhang and Parker, 2019) and the necessity to provide insight into
the actual impact of such proactive behaviors on intrinsic motivation, well-
being, and psychological adjustment, all aspects connected to meaningful-
ness. Our study provides an interesting contribution to literature in this
sense, broadening and deepening these topics that are both relevant per se
and in the context of coworking spaces.

The role of job control analyzed in this research offers another important
contribution to existing literature. Our results underline the importance of
job control in the modification of the relationship between approach job
crafting behaviors and work meaningfulness. Strengthening said relation-
ship, job control seems to be a key ingredient for workers to redirect their
actions toward proactive behaviors that increase the meaning associated
with their jobs. Being able to choose one’s activities, methods, and sched-
ule creates a more thriving environment that, when characterized by large-
ly diffused proactive behaviors, increases meaningfulness.

All of this may be particularly relevant in coworking spaces since work-
ers may have more possibilities to determine specific aspects of their jobs
due to their flexible environment and, consequently, perceive more job
control compared to other, more traditional work settings. To the best of
the authors” knowledge, this aspect of coworking has not been analyzed in
the literature, and this study provides a contribution in this regard, consid-
ering the existing research on the topic of job control in coworking spaces
and expanding it by examining its role connected with proactive behaviors
and work meaningfulness.

Opverall, this study contributes to the literature in many different ways;
it focuses on the behaviors of workers in coworking spaces, an aspect that
has been largely overlooked by existing research, and, at the same time, it
provides useful insight from the job crafting point of view, analyzing its
connections with work meaningfulness and the role that job control has in
modifying said relationship.
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5.2 Practical implications

Various practical implications derive from this research. Since one of the
most important aspects of coworking spaces is the opportunity to personal-
ize some relevant characteristics of jobs, coworking providers and owners,
given the outcomes of our study, may want to underline these customiza-
tion possibilities to promote proactivity in workers. For example, provid-
ers may adopt some policies aimed at communicating and encouraging
such opportunities, as well as training and educational initiatives aimed
at increasing awareness regarding the importance of proactive behaviors
and their consequences in such flexible environments as coworking spaces.
Providers may also want to focus on the findings of our research regarding
job control, increasing it with policies that encourage it, and making their
spaces more attractive for users.

Another practical implication of this research could be related to the
coworking users themselves, as well as other workers in traditional set-
tings that adopt a more flexible context. The present research underlines
how approach job crafting behaviors increases work meaningfulness, and
this may be an interesting result for coworking users to orient their ac-
tions to proactivity to shape their jobs into more meaningful, valuable, and
worthwhile ones. In addition, it is also interesting to notice that, according
to our results, avoidance job crafting behaviors do not modify the signifi-
cance they associate with their job, and this concept may help them under-
stand that avoiding or delegating hindering tasks may have consequences
that do not affect meaningfulness in any way. Taking advantage of the
wide variety of possibilities that coworking spaces offer may improve the
experience of users in such settings, reshaping their working life based on
their understanding of the positive consequences of proactive behaviors
on work meaningfulness and the effect job control has on this relation-
ship. This may be relevant when coworking users deal with their daily
tasks (adopting proactive behavior may help them be conscious of how
and when to acquire resources and how and when to increase or decrease
demands), but also in taking advantage of the flexible environment (being
aware of how job control moderates the relationship between job crafting
behaviors and work meaningfulness).
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6. Limits and future research directions

The present study presents some limitations that offer research oppor-
tunities for future investigations.

Firstly, all the data we gathered comes from a unique source, that is,
respondents. However, the self-reported nature of data appears consistent
with the research design, considering the impossibility of collecting objec-
tive data from company documents or provided by supervisors and taking
into account the nature of the investigated organizational context.

Secondly, data was collected at a single time. Again, the nature of the
contexts we explored played a fundamental role in the choice of research
design since coworking spaces are very dynamic in terms of the participa-
tion and involvement of users in these environments. This makes longitu-
dinal data collection very difficult. Moreover, the precautions we adopted
during the research and the nature of the investigated model make the
risk of common method bias less relevant. To achieve this, we ensured
anonymity to participants while also relying on a very robust theoretical
framework. Simultaneously, we considered the unlikelihood that the inter-
action effects are caused by the CMV (Siemsen et al., 2010). However, our
model should be adopted into a longitudinal research design in the future.

Thirdly, we aligned with existing research on coworking spaces that fo-
cuses on the interactions among peers (Garrett et al., 2017; Appel-Meulen-
broek, 2020; Orel et al., 2022). However, it would be interesting for future
research to consider the social resources coworking users exchange also in
terms of the informal leaders that may emerge. More specifically, even if
in coworking spaces there is no supervisor, users may view some peers as
role models and seek their feedback. Future research could explore social
resources in this regard.

Lastly, the intrinsic nature of coworking spaces makes the generaliz-
ability of results more complicated. Although there are excellent reasons
to imagine that what we found can be applied to other organizational con-
texts, the specific features that characterize these work settings (absence
of supervisors, wide possibility to have self-regulated goals and choices,
particularly dynamic social interactions, etc.) make it difficult to generalize
our results to organizations of a different kind. Future studies could con-
sider investigating the role of job control and proactivity in connection with
work meaningfulness, also in other different contexts. At the same time,
we have conducted this study in Italy. It would be interesting to confront
our results with future research conducted in other countries to observe if
specific cultural elements may have influenced the observed relationships.
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Abstract

Purpose. This research explores how and to what extent Italian
listed SMEs disclose sustainability information. As public com-
panies, these SMEs are supposed to be dynamic and competitive,
and, according to the legitimacy theory, they should also be in-
centivised to enhance disclosure transparency across all forms of
capital and impact. This paper aims to deepen the understanding
of their disclosure practices, an underexplored topic in the SMEs
context. Assessing the quantity and quality of non-financial dis-
closure is crucial for identifying the challenges these firms face in
meeting new EU and national regulations, voluntary standards
and the increasing expectations of stakeholders.

Methodology. This research focuses on annual reports and sup-
plementary information available on websites to capture multiple
aspects of sustainability reporting. It investigates the extent and
forms of disclosure, offering a qualitative overview of reporting
practices. A content analysis of sustainability information was
conducted to evaluate the quality and comprehensiveness of the
materiality assessment, considering the steps taken, methods and
tools used, and the concept of materiality adopted.

Findings. This study examines the current state of non-financial
disclosure among listed SMEs, revealing that they are still far from
fully complying with the theory, recent regulations, and standards
established by international bodies. In doing so, this research high-
lights limitations and gaps of current practice regarding both the
quantity and quality of sustainability disclosure.

Practical and social implications. From a theoretical perspec-
tive, this study enhances understanding of SMEs’ willingness
to engage in more integrated and transparent disclosure to gain
stakeholders’ legitimacy. From a practical standpoint, it high-
lights the existing gap between theory and practice, clarifying the
challenges SMEs face in adapting to an evolving and increas-
ingly demanding regulatory environment.

Originality. This study contributes to the limited literature
on sustainability disclosure in SMEs — a timely issue given the
growing stakeholder and regulatory attention.
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1. Introduction

New regulations and emerging stakeholders’ needs regarding disclo-
sure on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) are boosting the evolution
of company reporting towards a more integrated and balanced model. This
revolution now involves Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) too.
Starting from fiscal year 2026, a deep enrichment of listed SMEs’ reporting
practices in accordance with the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Direc-
tive (CSRD, EU 2022/2464) was expected. The intentions were to increase
transparency and accountability towards stakeholders (Aureli et al., 2024).
More specifically, this directive was also transposed in Italy with the legis-
lative decree 125/2024. In parallel, the Voluntary Sustainability Reporting
Standard for non-listed SMEs (VSME) was developed by the European Fi-
nancial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG) and published in December
2024 in response to the demonstrated need for a standard and simplified
voluntary sustainability reporting framework for EU SMEs. This standard
has been developed in accordance with all three sustainability pillars, Envi-
ronmental, Social, and Governance (ESG), and features two sector-agnostic
modules that aim to satisfy the requirements of SMEs of differing sizes and
levels of supply chain integration: (1) the Basic Module, primarily aimed at
microenterprises and entry-level users, which covers eleven core sustain-
ability reporting indicators; (2) the Comprehensive Module, that contains
nine disclosures covering specific data points which SMEs may addition-
ally face from financial institutions or business partners. Both modules use
simplified language and offer templates to guide SMEs in their reporting.
While the ESRS, which inspired the VSME, require a double materiality
approach for reporting entities, the VSME does not require any material-
ity assessment, instead guiding SMEs with an “’if applicable” principle for
certain voluntary disclosures.

On the other hand, in this evolving regulatory landscape, the Omni-
bus Package (https://commission.europa.eu/publications/omnibus-i_
en?utm_source=chatgpt.com) proposed by the European Commission in
2025 represents a significant step to simplify the compliance burden for
SMEs. The package and, more precisely, the included Content Directive, if
approved, would exempt SMEs from the mandatory reporting obligations
under the CSRD, unless they exceed certain size thresholds. The package
would also introduce specific protections for SMEs within value chains, en-
suring that large companies’ obligations do not disproportionately impact
smaller enterprises in their value chain. Additionally, it would include a
70% reduction in data points to be disclosed. Furthermore, through the Stop
the Clock Directive approved in April 2025, the Omnibus Package have
already deferred the reporting deadlines for mid-sized companies, post-
poning reporting obligations in 2028. These changes have been designed
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to free up resources for innovation and safeguard competitiveness with-
out compromising transparency. Nevertheless, concerns remain regarding
the balance between regulatory simplification and access to finance, as re-
duced reporting requirements could diminish the ESG visibility of SMEs in
the eyes of investors and financial stakeholders.

However, in recent years, non-financial reporting has become more and
more widespread on a voluntary basis. Also, several SMEs proved to be
very receptive to this issue despite their limited resources in terms of ICT
systems, management control systems, knowledge and competencies, or-
ganizational culture, and financial resources (Del Baldo, 2017, 2018; Musli-
chah et al., 2020; Dinh et al., 2023; Du Toit, 2024; Pizzi and Coronella, 2024;
Di Tullio et al., 2025).

Nevertheless, the literature on sustainability disclosure by SMEs is quite
limited (Khoja et al., 2022). Only recent studies have explored this issue,
with a particular emphasis on the Italian context (e.g. Cicchini et al., 2024;
Roberto et al., 2024; Pizzi and Coronella, 2024). Nonetheless, several fac-
tors continue to hinder a comprehensive understanding of sustainability
practices and reporting within SMEs.

Among these, we should consider that, to date, they have reported only
on a voluntary basis, driven by pressures and incentives (e.g., easier access
to financial resources). More precisely, several studies argue that legitimacy
theory explains why companies should develop non-financial disclosure
(Patten, 1992; Suchman, 1995; O’'Donovan, 2002). Building on this theory,
the motivation for disclosing ESG factors would be to seek legitimacy on
the company’s practices and operations from all categories of stakeholders
(Brammer and Pavelin, 2006; Fatma et al., 2014; Zamil et al., 2023). Internal
and external legitimacy should boost non-financial reporting to respond
to their pressures (Sridhar, 2012). Legitimacy theory supports the idea that
disclosure on CSR and sustainability is a sign of credibility to the markets
and helps establish the licence to operate in society, generating, in turn, a
positive impact on enterprises (Schiehll and Kolahgar, 2021). Guidry and
Patten (2010) also highlight the positive influence on company reputation
and image as another argument to justify the focus on sustainability prac-
tices within reporting frameworks.

The still magmatic situation described above with regard to sustain-
ability reporting by SMEs, including the uncertainty of its voluntary and /
or regulated nature, coupled with the increasing attention and efforts by
SMEs in this direction, justifies studies such as this empirical research. It
aims at enhancing understanding of these phenomena. We believe that the
analysis of the state of the art about the quantity and quality of listed SMEs
disclosure on non-financial information is important to assess the chal-
lenges that they will face to comply with the new EU and national regula-
tions, on the one side, and stakeholders’ expectations, on the other. The
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enterprises analysed coincide with the entire population of Italian SMEs
listed on the Euronext Growth Milan market. Given their nature of public
companies, they are supposed to be particularly dynamic, competitive and
ambitious companies, looking for capital to finance growth. According to
the legitimacy theory, such listed SMEs should be incentivised to increase
transparency and improve disclosure, embracing any typology of capital
and impact, social and environmental ones included (Dumay et al., 2019;
Sciulli and Adhariani, 2021). Previous studies have already advocated for
an improvement of narrative statements about non-financial information
by smaller listed companies. This is because this category of enterprises
should be particularly aware of the importance of disclosure for stake-
holders’ legitimisation. Consequently, we can expect greater efforts to be
made to improve reporting processes and content towards a more com-
prehensive and integrated approach. As a result, theoretically speaking,
in this specific segment of SMEs, practice should be more developed than
in SMEs in general. They potentially represent good or even best practic-
es to study and analyse. However, results show that even in this selected
segment some important steps are still missing, and limitations are quite
substantial. Also, Pizzi and Coronella (2024) with their analysis revealed
that the path towards full SME involvement will be fraught with obstacles.
They detected a limited number of early adopters.

More in detail, our research questions refer to the frequency of sustain-
ability disclosure, as well as the alternative frameworks and guidelines im-
plemented. Furthermore, they explore the steps of materiality assessment
processes in practice.

As for the structure of this paper, the next session describes the literature
underlying the research and the related research questions. Subsequently,
sessions 3 and 4 respectively present the methodology and the main results
found. Finally, session 5 concludes by providing a final overview of the
empirical research carried out, its empirical and theoretical implications,
limitations and future research paths.

2. Literature review

2.1 Legitimacy and stakeholder perspectives on non-financial disclosure

Legitimacy, stakeholder, and institutional theories are the main theoreti-
cal perspectives adopted in recent years of research on sustainability dis-
closure. According to Gray et al. (1996), such theories are systems-oriented
since they permit us to focus on the role of information and disclosure
in the relations between enterprises, governments, and groups. Under the
systems-based perspective, the relationship acts in two directions: organi-
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sation are assumed to be influenced by, and in turn, to influence upon the
society in which they operate. According to these theories, accounting dis-
closure policies are considered a strategy to influence the organisation's
relationships with other parties with whom it interacts (e.g. DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983; Deegan, 2002; Freeman, 2010). Guthrie and Parker (1990, p.
166) further assert that corporate reports are not neutral and unbiased but
rather are «a product of the interchange between the corporation and its
environment and attempt to mediate and accommodate a variety of sec-
tional interests».

Legitimacy theory posits that organisations always work to ensure that
they are perceived as operating within their respective societies’ boundaries
and norms, a sort of implied “social contract” (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975).
They seek legitimation by outside parties. However, bounds and norms are
not fixed, but change over time. Consequently, organisations must be re-
sponsive to the ethical (or moral) environment in which they operate.

Crossley et al. (2021) verified the validity of the legitimacy theory for
SMEs by conducting semi-structured interviews in the UK. They conclude
that SMEs also want to improve their reputation and image within the
market. Building on legitimacy theory, they found that SMEs employ a
complex mix of both symbolic and substantive practices to enhance the le-
gitimacy and sustainability of their operations through social engagement,
reputation and image, among others.

One way for an organisation to legitimise its ongoing operations is
through accounting disclosures, and if legitimacy is threatened, disclosures
can be a strategy to restore legitimacy. So, together with the inclusion of
sustainability and ESG factors in the processes defining strategies, a second
step is necessary: non-financial information must be embedded in company
disclosure to reach stakeholders and satisfy their information needs.

Sustainability is a topic that, over the years, has become more and more
crucial for any typology of organisation. Sustainability issues can directly
impact management, on the one side, and reporting practices, on the other
side (e.g. Adams and Frost, 2008; Hahn and Kiihnen, 2013; Epstein, 2018).
Together with the disclosure of companies” impacts and opportunities ex-
clusively from the economic and financial point of view, enterprises are
asked to explain with transparency the impacts of their own activities in
relation to a plurality of other capitals (natural, human, intellectual, rela-
tional, etc.); this is in favour of a comprehensive plethora of stakeholders,
including employees, business partners along the value chain, communi-
ties and citizens, and the entire civil society.

The request to provide sustainability-related information to integrated
traditional financial reporting has become increasingly pressing world-
wide (e.g. Threlfall et al., 2020). Research carried out reveals continued in-
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vestors’ appreciation of information on sustainability-related issues and a
demand for greater disclosure quality.

Hickman (2020) argues that companies engaging in CSR activities re-
ceive favourable treatment from debtholders and have more access to
financing sources; consequently, publicly traded debt could motivate in-
creased CSR reporting, given an increased sensitivity to social and environ-
mental aspects in lending decisions. Additionally, the impact of the Green
Asset Ratio introduced also pushes in this direction. Coherently, Patel et
al. (2021) provide evidence of investors’ expectations about a company’s
growth: considering ESG factors would bring lower implied volatility. Fur-
thermore, Bernow et al. (2019) reported that investors want companies to
provide more sustainability disclosures that are material to financial per-
formance. Also, Pinney et al. (2019) recognise an increase in interest in ESG
topics by the largest asset owners.

Sustainability reporting is important for SMEs too, in relation to le-
gitimacy theory. They also need to enhance transparency and trust with
customers, investors, suppliers, and other stakeholders, who increasingly
value ethical and sustainable business practices. They also must improve
risk management and facilitate their access to capital and markets. Such
reporting also impacts on reputation and competitive advantage, because
demonstrating a commitment to sustainability can differentiate an SME in
the market, enhance its brand reputation, and attract sustainability-con-
scious consumers and talent.

2.2 SMEs’ sustainability disclosure and our research questions

Although the opportunity for SMEs to disclose non-financial informa-
tion voluntarily, only a few listed SMEs adopted this practice (Deloitte,
2022; KPMG, 2022). Recent regulatory developments encouraged such dis-
closure, particularly through the CSRD. However, subsequent deregulatory
steps, such as the EU Omnibus Simplification Package and the “Stop-the-
Clock” Directive (EU, 2025/794), will presumably slow down this change.

But even before the CSRD came into force, empirical evidence revealed a
gap between aspirations (theory) and practice (extent and quality of adop-
tion) in relation to non-financial and sustainability disclosure. For example,
integrated reporting is partially diffused among large and listed companies
according to the IIRC’s estimations, which count over 2,500 businesses in
more than 75 countries implementing it. Furthermore, research in the field
revealed that even in large corporations, the integrated framework is sel-
dom fully adopted (Dumay et al., 2017) for several reasons. Among them,
a perceived complexity of the frameworks and competing standards avail-
able (Lodhia, 2015; Robertson and Samy, 2015) and also unclear guidance
on measurement systems and metrics for such reporting (Feng et al., 2017).
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Nevertheless, few empirical studies on SMEs exist to identify the sever-
al difficulties these firms face in adopting frameworks and tools normally
developed for large enterprises (Del Baldo, 2017, 2018; Muslichah et al.,
2020; Dinh et al., 2023; Du Toit, 2024; Pizzi and Coronella, 2024; Di Tullio
et al., 2025). Cicchini et al. (2024) emphasized that some authors contend
that the company’s size significantly impacts its approach to CSR report-
ing, with SMEs generally valuing CSR less than larger firms; while Ortiz-
Martinez et al. (2023) deeply explored the relationship between sustain-
ability, CSR, non-financial information, and performance in Spanish SMEs
and also provided a comprehensive overview of the literature focused on
this category of enterprises and the main driver of the adoption of non-fi-
nancial reporting. Furthermore, Di Tullio et al. (2025) recently underscored
that the pursuit of sustainability is not costless for SMEs. The costs associ-
ated with establishing robust tracking systems and training staff for effec-
tive data collection and reporting may surpass the perceived advantages,
especially in the early stages. Besides, very little is known about SMEs’
practices regarding integrated reporting. Still, despite the theoretical argu-
ments supporting its adoption (Brusati et al., 2021), studies suggest critical
issues related to SMEs’ peculiarities (Muslichah et al., 2020). Specifically,
these enterprises face several challenges in adopting the integrated report-
ing framework and would need a customised reporting tool to match their
peculiarities (Del Baldo, 2017, 2018; Muslichah et al., 2020).

Cicchini et al. (2024) examined the challenges and opportunities that
SMEs encounter when implementing integrated reporting. Notably, this
framework serves as an essential tool for improving transparency and al-
lowing SMEs to gain a clearer understanding of their strengths and weak-
nesses. Furthermore, it enhances strategic decision-making and risk man-
agement, bolstering brand value and reputation. However, its overempha-
sis on the information needs of financial capital providers can restrict the
ability to address the interests of other categories of stakeholders.

Kuppig et al. (2016) highlight that pressures, incentives, and barriers
drive the level of voluntariness in sustainability disclosure by SMEs. While
pressures and incentives have a positive influence, there are also negative
barriers to sustainability disclosure, such as limited access to industry-
specific information and benchmarks or a lack of time and adequate com-
petencies and performance measurement systems, which would involve
additional investments to fill in the knowledge and information systems’
gaps (Trianni et al., 2017). With a specific focus on SMEs, with their system-
atic literature review including 11 years, Setyaningsih et al. (2024) found
that the main barriers they face are: financial, general attitude (lack of in-
novation and resistance to change), knowledge and technology (lacks of
infrastructure, expertise and data availability), organisational (lack of time,
strategy, culture, resources), policies and regulations (complex tools, bu-
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reaucracy, lack of standardization), as well as socio-environmental (poor
stakeholder engagement). To facilitate sustainability disclosure, more and
more companies use digital platforms (Prasanna et al., 2019) to reach as
many stakeholders as possible and seek legitimacy from them on their
practices. The digital communication channels, now very consolidated,
represent a great opportunity also for SMEs, making it more feasible for
them to explain to stakeholders how they contribute to the three traditional
pillars of sustainability: environmental, social, and economic, according to
the Triple Bottom Line concept (Fauzi et al., 2010). Brenner and Hartl (2021)
highlight the potential of digital technologies to enhance transparency and
data management in large enterprises, too. However, according to Degre-
gori et al. (2025), limited research explores their application in SMEs. Their
paper focuses on artificial intelligence-driven ESG tools and automated re-
porting systems, showcasing their potential to bridge resource constraints
and enhance compliance with frameworks like the CSRD and SDGs.

Generally speaking, the evidence based on the listed Italian SMEs’
disclosure is very recent and still sparse. Prior Italian work concentrat-
ed mainly on large “public-interest entities” under D.Lgs. 254/2016 (the
NEFRD transposition) and on main-market issuers, leaving alternative mar-
kets like the Euronext Growth Milan one largely out of scope; even CON-
SOB’s monitoring focuses on Decree-254 entities. This creates a structural
blind spot for understanding the adoption rate among SMEs listed on the
Euronext Growth Milan market.

Only recently, Roberto et al. (2024) analyse 65 GRI-based reports pro-
duced by Italian listed SMEs and find uneven, often low-granularity dis-
closure at the indicator level, suggesting disclosure exists but is patchy and
inconsistent; their dataset, however, covers only reporting SMEs and can-
not speak to non-reporters, so the real adoption rate across the Euronext
Growth Milan population remains unknown. Their sustainability reports
are still descriptive, non-peer-reviewed, and time-sensitive. Thus, despite
first steps, we still lack a census-quality picture (share of this segment of
SMEs reporting, frequency, assurance, trend over time).

Regulatory timing further enlarges the gap: listed SMEs fall into CSRD
later (opt-out permitted until 2028), and 2025-2027 is a transition window.
Market guides (Euronext ESG reports/guides) encourage disclosure but
do not document actual adoption. Consequently, “extent” questions re-
main under-answered for our target of SMEs precisely when policy chang-
es make them most salient.

The above considerations about the under-exploration of sustainability
disclosure practices in the realm of SMEs inspired the first RQ of this article:

RQ 1 - To what extent is sustainability disclosure adopted by the SMEs
listed on the Euronext Growth Milan market?
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To fully integrate sustainability considerations into decision making as
well as to meet their own sustainability reporting needs, stakeholders need
consistent, comparable and reliable sustainability-related information, in-
cluding from SMEs. However, despite the great relevance of non-financial
disclosure discussed above, several studies (Bernow et al., 2019; Pinney
et al., 2019) also raise issues of comparability and inconsistent reporting,
as well as a lack of quantifiable metrics due to a lack of mandatory re-
porting frameworks and guidelines. The academic literature also raises
concerns regarding the quality of sustainability and ESG reporting driven
by corporate legitimacy. For example, in their theoretical study drawing
on legitimacy in sustainability disclosure, Comyns et al. (2013) highlight
that, although the number of sustainability reports has increased, report-
ing quality remains poor, and sustainability disclosure is just a symbolic
action. Roberto et al. (2024) found that, currently, listed SMEs that volun-
tarily publish sustainability reports exhibit inadequate levels of transpar-
ency and information. Their results reveal a generally inadequate level of
reporting and a generalised lack of comprehensive documentation at the
indicator level in the analysed reports. According to the 2023 OECD survey
of financial institutions, limited availability and quality of granular data
on SMEs’ sustainability performance represent the most important barrier
(OECD, 2025). In the absence of standardised and interoperable frame-
works for SME reporting, the demands for data and information from fi-
nancial institutions and supply chains to SMEs will continue to pose a chal-
lenge both within and across jurisdictions. In the absence of frameworks
for SME sustainability reporting that are proportionate to SMEs’ resources
and capacities, SMEs face sustainability reporting demands that reflect the
complexity and comprehensiveness of reporting frameworks designed for
large entities (OECD, 2025).

Roberto et al. (2024) explicitly document reliance on GRI-based report-
ing among Italian listed SMEs, but we lack comparative evidence on the
distribution (GRI vs. SASB/ISSB, Integrated Reporting, UN SDGs map-
ping, EU Taxonomy references) across the full universe of listed SMEs.

Several Authors (Bikefe et al., 2020; Ortiz-Martinez and Marin-Hernén-
dez, 2024) call for further investigation into sustainability reporting and
SMEs within the framework of current standards and regulations. Discua
Cruz (2019) emphasises the critical importance in this context of a stand-
ardized normative framework for CSR reporting to become a widespread
practice. According to other Authors, the need for an international frame-
work for SMEs is essential to prevent the risk of using CSR reports solely
to mask negative results and to maintain transparency (Albitar et al., 2021;
Pan et al., 2023). Cicchini et al. (2024, p. 123) also underscore the necessity
for standardised frameworks and international guidelines to ensure trans-
parency and accountability,
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In sum, the relevance of the topic of SMEs’ disclosure quality is very
topical and witnessed by the attention of international institutions to the
development of reporting standards for SMEs. Recently, the EFRAG has
also provided voluntary guidelines suitable for SMEs’ specificities, serving
as a useful support tool to enhance corporate transparency. This is pre-
cisely an attempt to overcome the variety of frameworks and guidelines
adopted by SMEs, including those listed.

Policy and market materials (CONSOB, 2024; Euronext ESG Reporting
Guide, 2025; OECD note on SME reporting convergence, 2025; EC recom-
mendation on a voluntary SME standard, 2025) detail what SMEs should/
could use (ESRS for listed SMEs, voluntary “VSME”-type templates), but
these are guidance and do not answer what SMEs actually do. The result-
ing gap is a descriptive one (who uses what today?) and an evaluative one
(are frameworks applied with indicator-level rigour, cross-standard con-
sistency, or assurance?).

From previous considerations, we believe that a better understanding
of the current diversified practice in terms of disclosure frameworks and
guidelines can contribute to the academic debate; we then developed our
second research question:

RQ 2 — What sustainability disclosure frameworks and guidelines are
adopted by the SMEs listed on the Euronext Growth Milan market?

Cho et al. (2015) also report that investors do not value CSR disclosure
positively because it is still largely driven by concerns with corporate le-
gitimacy. This is supposed to hinder the disclosure of information relevant
to assessing firm value. In this regard, to guarantee a valuable role of non-
financial information disclosure, an essential phase (and principle) is the
materiality analysis, which involves making the stakeholders protagonists
(EFAA for SMEs, 2023).

The materiality concept has unanimously proven to be a key principle
in determining the content of sustainability reports under every standard
and framework. It is also essential to assess all risks and impacts associ-
ated with the company’s activity on social aspects and the environment, as
well as, from the opposite side, how the environmental and social aspects
can influence the company. More precisely, the European Financial Report-
ing Advisory Group (EFRAG) defined the concept of double materiality,
including both ‘financial materiality” and ‘impact materiality’ (EFRAG,
2024a). So, it is important to analyse sustainability subject matters from
both angles. From the ‘financial materiality perspective’, a sustainability
issue is material if it triggers or may trigger relevant financial effects on
the organisation and its ability to create (or destroy) corporate value. This
means to adopt an ‘outside-in’ point of view.

From the ‘impact materiality’ perspective, instead, a sustainability is-
sue is material “if it originates actual or potential negative or positive sig-
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nificant impacts on people and the environment caused by the reporting
entity’s own operations, investments, products, services or by its upstream
and downstream value chain in the short, medium, or long term” (OIBR,
2022, p. 9). Such an impact can concern both people and the environment.
Consequently, impact materiality adopts an ‘inside-out’ approach, and the
stakeholders affected by impact materiality are various, including employ-
ees, business partners along the value chain, communities and citizens,
and civil society in general. Impact materiality (inside-out) and financial-
related sustainability (outside-in) materiality must be considered both in-
dependently and in a cumulative manner.

Furthermore, the Sustainable Development Goal Disclosure (SDGD)
Recommendations (Adams et al., 2020, p. 9) define material sustainable de-
velopment information as reasonably capable of making a difference to the
decision-making by (1) stakeholders in general, on the one side, with refer-
ence to the positive and negative impacts of the enterprise on SDGs, and
(2) investors and financers, on the other side, concerning the ability of the
company to create long-term value, for both the organisation and society.

However, the manner in which the materiality analysis is carried out
deeply affects the ability of sustainability and non-financial reports to meet
stakeholders” needs. Adams et al. (2021) suggest that anything less than
rigorous materiality determination processes will result in “incomplete
and misleading portrayals of sustainability performance” (p. 4). Such a
rigorous materiality determination process is necessary and must be inclu-
sive of broader stakeholder interests. Both short-, medium-, and long-term
impacts should be considered to engage in an effective dialogue and dis-
closure essential for stakeholder accountability.

Method papers and EU-wide commentary on double materiality
abound, and case studies on large Italian issuers (and market operator Eu-
ronext itself) describe structured, stakeholder-engaged double-materiality
processes. But peer-reviewed, listed SMEs specific evidence on how ma-
teriality was performed (scope, stakeholder panels, thresholds, impact vs.
financial materiality integration, governance/assurance of the process) is
scant. Roberto et al. (2024) highlight indicator-level weaknesses suggestive
of under-specified materiality pipelines; older Italian SME evidence (not
restricted to the listed ones) reports widespread impact-materiality use un-
der GRI and frequent stakeholder engagement yet does not test alignment
with ESRS double-materiality protocols.

Moreover, the CSRD/ESRS “double materiality” requirement raises
process complexity (i.e. value-chain coverage, data gaps, governance).
Commentaries and early empirical pieces stress these challenges in gen-
eral, but we lack listed SMEs evidence on the actual design choices, tools
used, and the prevalence/ quality of assurance over the materiality process
itself. In short, we know the theory and the regulatory demand, but we do
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not yet know how listed SMEs are operationalising it.

The above considerations motivated the third RQ of this paper about
materiality:

RQ 3 — What materiality assessment processes did SMEs listed on the Eu-
ronext Growth Milan market carry out for sustainability disclosure purposes?

Table 1 summarises the key questions underlying our research questions.

Table 1. Our research questions

RQ 1 - How often?

FREQUENCY OF ADOPTION
To what extent is sustainability disclosure adopted by the SMEs listed on the Euronext Growth Milan
market?

RQ 2 - How?

TIPOLOGY OF REPORT & FRAMEWORK
What sustainability disclosure frameworks and guidelines are adopted by the SMEs listed on the
Euronext Growth Milan market?

RQ 3 - Why?

MATERIALITY ASSESSMENT
What materiality assessment processes did SMEs listed on the Euronext Growth Milan market carry out
for sustainability disclosure purposes?

The next session describes the methodological approach adopted to ex-
plore previous research questions.

3. Methodology

From a methodological point of view, the choice to investigate the entire
population of Italian SMEs listed on the Euronext Growth Milan market
was based on several considerations.

First, we considered the relevance of the Italian context, depending on
the evidence that Italy has a business landscape strongly characterised by
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). If it is true that SMEs are the
backbone of the European economy, this is even more peculiar if we refer
to the Italian business environment. Consequently, Italy is a particularly
interesting country for analysis when the research focus is on SMEs; it can
be an exemplary case to analyse how SMEs are preparing to comply with
the evolving regulation on corporate sustainability reporting.

Second, the selection of companies from a single country makes the
sample more homogeneous, in view of the possible implications for com-
pany reporting by national regulations.

Third, the consideration of enterprises listed on the Euronext Growth
Milan market led to a sufficiently large number of businesses obtaining
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an effective representation of the disclosure by SMEs of public interest.
Consistent with Pizzi and Coronella (2024), Italy has a significant num-
ber of listed SMEs, providing a representative sample to assess how the
regulated market is preparing. Furthermore, they represent a natural trait
d’union between unlisted and listed companies. The status of ‘listed SME’
could be seen as an initial stage of an evolutionary path to becoming a large
company. This is why it is possible to consider the segment of listed SMEs
as a well-characterised and, at the same time, different sample from other
SMEs, on the one hand, and from other listed companies, on the other (Piz-
zi and Coronella, 2024).

Fourth, this selection criterion is consistent with the legitimacy theory,
since listed SMEs necessarily have public interests and then make an ef-
fort to better engage with stakeholders and gain their legitimisation. Thus,
Euronext Growth Milan enterprises are Incentivised to disclose any typol-
ogy of impact, including non-financial capital. Fifth, previous studies had
already advocated an improvement of narrative statements about non-fi-
nancial information by small-sized listed companies (OECD, 2006).

In summary, the choice of Italian listed SMEs is motivated by a combina-
tion of economic relevance, scientific interest and empirical feasibility, which
makes Italy and, more precisely, listed Italian SMEs, an ideal sample to ex-
plore the evolution of non-financial reporting in this target of companies.

The qualitative empirical analysis was conducted in two phases.

In the first phase, an analysis was carried out on the reporting practices
of all SMEs within the market segment examined for the years 2020-2021.
The choice of this two-year period enables us to capture the state of the art
in a baseline situation, particularly useful for future comparative analy-
ses of the pre- and post-CSRD context. This time frame also ensured an
adequate degree of homogeneity in the regulatory landscape governing
sustainability reporting. As Pizzi and Coronella (2024) noted, following
the announcement of the new European Directive (CSRD) in 2022, a trend
of mimetic isomorphism began to emerge among SMEs operating in in-
dustries strongly oriented toward sustainability practices. This suggests a
significant “boost effect” in encouraging firms to enhance their disclosure
practices, which may ultimately lead to a decline in the homogeneity of the
reports within our sample.

This analysis examined 181 companies listed on the Euronext Growth
Milan market. Of these, 157 companies (0.84) in 2020 and 159 companies
(0.85) in 2021 met the European Union’s criteria for defining SMEs, which
include employing fewer than 250 employees, having an annual sales
revenue below EUR 50 million, or possessing total assets not exceeding
EUR 43 million (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Sample description

Year 2020 Year 2021

Freq. Percent. Cum. Freq. Percent. Cum.
Technology 38 0,24 38 0,24
Mechanical Industry 24 0,15 0,39 17 0,11 0,35
Telecommunications 20 0,13 0,52 19 0,12 0,47
Financial Services 17 0,11 0,63 20 0,13 0,59
Consumer Discretionary 13 0,08 0,71 13 0,08 0,67
Goods
Health Care 11 0,07 0,78 11 0,07 0,74
Energy 11 0,07 0,85 10 0,06 0,81
Retail and Trade 8 0,05 0,90 8 0,05 0,86
Real Estate 6 0,04 0,94 6 0,04 0,89
Fast-Moving Consumer 6 0,04 0,98 5 0,03 0,92
Goods
Utilities 1 0,01 0,99 10 0,06 0,99
Raw Materials 1 0,01 0,99 1 0,01 0,99
Logistics 1 0,01 1,00 1 0,01 1,00
Total 157 159

The dominant industries in the segment are Technologies (24%), Me-
chanical industry (15% in 2020 and 11% in 2021), and Telecommunications
(13% in 2020 and 12% in 2021); collectively representing approximately
50% of the entire segment.

During the second phase, the study evolved to a more in-depth quali-
tative analysis of the sustainability reports of a selected sub-sample of 20
companies, representing 54% of the intercepted sustainability reports (20
out of 37 SMEs). In relation to this sub-sample (randomly chosen), this re-
search project meticulously examined and analysed all annual reports and
supplementary information available on the companies’ websites in 2022
to intercept the various forms of reporting on sustainability-related poli-
cies, objectives and results. The observation of website content is consistent
with theoretical insights suggesting an enabling role of digital communi-
cation (Coupland, 2005; Capriotti and Moreno, 2007; Schultz et al., 2013;
Brenner and Hartl, 2021). Specifically, such platforms are posited to offer
considerable support to SMEs in navigating the challenges and barriers
when approaching disclosure enrichment.

The mapped aspects ranged from the typology of non-financial disclo-
sure provided to the steps taken in their materiality assessment carried out
by the enterprises. In evaluating the quality and comprehensiveness of the
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materiality analysis, we assessed the following aspects:
1. the steps taken during the materiality assessment (see Figure 1);
2. the methods and tools used;
3. the concept of materiality adopted (financial, impact or double ma-

teriality).
Step 0 Step 0.1: Set up an appropriate
) governance structure

Set up an  appropriate
governance  structure  and Step 0.2: Set up an appropriate Step 0.2.1: internal procedures
processes governance procedures

l Step 0.2.2: external procedures
Step 1

Define a list of potentially
material issues, using multiple
sources to identify them

l Step 2.1: Understand the views of Step 2.1.2: Understand the views
the organization and its of the organization
stakeholders
Step 2 . Step 2.1.2: Understand the views
Gathgr gvndence of thg | Step 2.2: Measure the relevance of stakeholders
materiality of relevant issues of potentially material issues
l Step 2.3: Prioritize potentially

material issues

Step 3
Interact with stakeholders, to
validate the results

|

Step 4

. Step 4.1: Use the results to write Step 4.1.1: Describe the
Act on the basis of the results the sustainability report — terialit ysi
of the materiality analysis ustainability rep! materiality analysis process

l Step 4.1.2: Describe the material

issues

St9P 5 ) Step 4.1.3: Use results to guide
Monitor the dynamic decision making and for other
development of materiality, purposes

and modify and update the
materiality analysis process
and its results, if need be

Figure 1. Steps of the materiality assessment

This step-by-step procedure for conducting a materiality analysis is con-
sistent with the framework developed by the OIBR (2022) in the same years
to which the investigated reports refer. They developed a structure aiming
at mirroring and supporting the standards under CSRD/ESRS and GRI,
emphasising double materiality, governance accountability, and stake-
holder responsiveness. They propose it as a visual summary or a compari-
son with EFRAG/GRI/ISSB models. A more detailed description follows.

Step 0 requires establishing adequate governance structures and pro-
cesses, to ensure materiality analysis is strategic and integrated into deci-
sion-making. From a responsibility point of view, this means to assign a
process owner (often a C-level executive) and set up an interdepartmental
committee (e.g., CSR Committee, ESG Integration Team). It also involves
the engagement of a wide range of internal functions (finance, sustain-
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ability, risk management, investor relations, HR, legal, marketing, and
the Board of Directors), as well as internal procedures (to enable effective
reporting to top management and ensure Board awareness and involve-
ment), together with external procedures, to identify key stakeholders and
design engagement processes tailored to each group (e.g., surveys, inter-
views, focus groups).

Step 1, instead, would require defining a universe of potentially mate-
rial topics, collecting a broad range of potential sustainability issues from,
for example, standards (GRI, IR Framework, SASB, etc.), sector analyses
and benchmarks, white papers, media, ESG ratings. The goal is to build a
comprehensive list of topics to assess.

Step 2 is about gathering evidence supporting the relevance of topics.
We refer to both quantitative (e.g., financial metrics, incident reports) and
qualitative (e.g., expert opinion, reputational impacts) types of evidence.

Step 3 pertains to the engagement with stakeholders, that must be de-
signed according to their influence and exposure, using multiple tools,
like, for example, surveys, workshops and roundtables. The purpose is to
validate and enrich the understanding of which topics are relevant.

Step 4 requires prioritising material topics to be used for strategic plan-
ning, budget allocation, risk management, and reporting decisions. This
important step allows the translation of materiality outcomes into strategic
and operational action plans.

Finally, step 5 concerns the need to monitor the dynamic evolution of
materiality. This is essential because material issues can change rapidly
(e.g., COVID-19, geopolitical shifts). Establishing periodic reviews (at least
annually), tracking internal/external triggers and updating stakeholder
input and issue assessments are strategies that meet this objective.

To analyse the materiality aspects mentioned before, a manual content
analysis (Krippendorff, 2018) was then conducted in this second phase of
the study. Content analysis, which is the most common technique used to
analyse sustainability information disclosure in accounting studies, is de-
fined as «a technique for gathering and analysing the content of text. The
content refers to words, meanings, pictures, symbols, ideas, themes or any
message that can be communicated» (Lawrence Neuman, 2014, p- 219). It
can be carried out manually or with computer-based tools. Several authors
have already used this technique to study social and environmental dis-
closures (Milne and Adler, 1999; Guthrie, 2005; Beck et al., 2010), aiming
to identify which topics are covered by sustainability reports (Holcomb
et al., 2007; Guthrie and Farneti, 2008), as well as to understand whether
sustainability information matches the suggestions by international frame-
works and guidelines, e.g. GRI guidelines (Roca and Searcy, 2012; Tewari
and Dave, 2012), and to consider legitimacy issues (De Villiers and Van
Staden, 2006).
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4. Empirical evidence

We believe that the analysis of the state of the art about the quantity and
quality of listed SMEs disclosure on non-financial information is important
to assess the challenges that they will face in complying with the new EU
and local regulations.

The first research question aimed to assess the extent to which sustaina-
bility disclosure is widespread among SMEs listed on the Euronext Growth
market in Milan.

According to the legitimacy theory, non-financial disclosure is expected
to be maintained or even increased over time to prevent legitimacy crises.
As a matter of fact, in 2021, we found a notable increase in the number
of SMEs publishing sustainability reports, compared to the previous year.
With reference to the group analysed, in 2020, 28 out of 157 SMEs (17.83%)
published a report, while in 2021, 47 out of 159 enterprises (29.56%) did so.
These reports were disseminated through the official websites. Although
growing, the frequency of sustainability reporting remained relatively low.
It is clear that, despite what the legitimacy theory suggests, a large major-
ity of enterprises were not willing or not prepared yet to undertake a jour-
ney towards sustainability disclosure. If this is true for listed SMEs, which
are under pressure to obtain adequate legitimacy, we can expect an even
poorer picture when considering the SMEs’ realm in general (listed and
not). This initial phase of the empirical analysis already reveals a large gap
between theoretical expectations and current practices.

As mentioned in the methodology section, a further analysis was then
conducted on websites with reference to a subgroup of 20 SMEs disclosing
a sustainability report, in order to detect: (1) the existence of a dedicated
sustainability section on their websites in 2021 to inform stakeholders, and
(2) the disclosure of related policies implemented by the companies, to-
gether with results and targets, within these sections.

Our findings reveal that, in 2021, 14 out of 20 companies (accounting
for 70% of the sub-sample) had established a dedicated section of their
website to sustainability, underscoring the remarkable relevance of ESG
aspects” disclosure on the web. However, a deeper analysis of the actual
information disclosed on these websites indicated a less frequent articu-
lation of sustainability policies. Specifically, only 6 out of 20 companies
(barely 30% of them) explicitly communicate the actions they have taken
or intend to implement to improve their ESG performance. For the remain-
ing 70% of enterprises, the information reported on the websites lacked a
forward-looking perspective. It was evidently anchored to corporate strat-
egy, suggesting a symbolic rather than substantive role of such disclosure.
This observation raises concerns regarding these digital channels’ potential
to serve predominantly marketing functions. This perspective is consistent
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with the risks suggested by Crossley et al. (2021), who argue that SMEs aim
to enhance their market reputation and image through a complex mix of
both symbolic and substantive practices, seeking legitimacy, social engage-
ment, and an improved reputation and image, among others.

The second research question focused on the frameworks and guide-
lines adopted by the SMEs listed on the Euronext Growth Milan market.

Data collection embraced the entire population of SMEs in the Euronext
Growth Milan market.

In 2020 and 2021, the 181 SMEs in the market explored produced vari-
ous types of sustainability documents, which are available on their web-
sites (see Table 3 for details).

Table 3 - Frequency of reports in 2020 and 2021

Type of reports 2020 2021

No. Frequency (%) No. Frequency (%)
Sustainability Report 22 78,57 37 78.72
ESG Report 1 3,57 2 4.26
Non-financial Disclosure 2 7.14 3 6.38
(214/95/UE)
Integrated Report 1 3,57 1 2.13
Impact Report 2 7.14 2 4.26
Other 2 4.26
TOTAL 28 100 47 100

There is a clear preference for the sustainability report as the favoured
document type for reporting on ESG impacts. Surprisingly, integrated re-
ports are rare despite the great relevance in the literature. This appears
to confirm the criticisms about its adoption as focused by several authors
(Dumay et al., 2017; McNally et al., 2017).

Focusing specifically on sustainability reports, there has been a signifi-
cant frequency increase from 2020 to 2021. Notably, 21 out of 37 companies
drafted it for both years, 16 drew it up for the first time in 2021, while only
1 company (Reti SpA) disclosed it in 2020, evolving towards an integrated
report in the following period.

In the Euronext Growth Milan setting, the observed expansion of sustain-
ability reporting between 2020 and 2021 reflects SMEs’ legitimation work
toward salient audiences. First-time issuers primarily pursue legitimacy by
conforming to an emergent field norm, while repeat issuers engage in le-
gitimacy maintenance through routinised annual disclosure that gradually
builds cognitive legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). The pronounced preference for
standalone sustainability reports over integrated reporting is consistent with
a legitimacy-efficient choice: sustainability reports can deliver recognizable
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signals of pragmatic and moral legitimacy at lower organizational cost,
whereas integrated report, though valorised in the literature, demands high-
er levels of organizational integration and exposes firms to scrutiny, explain-
ing its rarity and aligning with criticism on integrated reporting’s practical
adoption barriers (Dumay et al., 2017; McNally et al., 2017). The single case
of transition from sustainability reporting to integrated reporting (Reti SpA)
illustrates a proactive differentiation strategy aimed at upgrading to cogni-
tive legitimacy, rather than a generalizable field trajectory. Overall, patterns
are consistent with symbolic—substantive hybridity (Boiral, 2013): disclosure
grows and stabilises, but framework choices suggest careful calibration of
legitimacy benefits against capability constraints.

The third research question centred on materiality assessment. Accord-
ing to the guidelines, identifying and evaluating material issues should
involve the continuous and direct engagement of various stakeholders, in-
cluding employees, managers, board members, investors, suppliers, etc.
The large number of stakeholders is often the reason that makes challeng-
ing the identification of the material issues to include in the reports.

Through the analysis of the subgroup of 20 SMEs preparing sustain-
ability reports, the presence of the various steps to carry out for material-
ity assessment has been mapped for each of them, based on the flowchart
shown in Figure 1.

Evidence revealed that most companies declared compliance with most
of the various steps (from “Step 0” to “Step 4). However, two steps stood
out as less observed: 1) Step 0.2.1 - Set up an appropriate governance struc-
ture and processes, and 2) Step 5 - Monitor the dynamic development of
materiality.

The first lack, in particular, highlights some concerning limitations,
such as the risk that sustainability disclosure remains primarily a matter of
measurement without translating into concrete actions, because of a lack
of commitment by the governance and the absence of internal procedures
dedicated to sustainability issues.

In assessing material issues, the most frequently used survey methods for
identifying them and obtaining stakeholder engagement were the follow-
ing: periodic questionnaires (including online surveys), online surveys using
CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interviewing) methodology, and industry
analysis. Furthermore, SMEs in the sub-sample embraced various materiali-
ty concepts, including financial materiality only, impact materiality only, and
double materiality. The findings revealed that only 45% of the investigated
SMEs adopted a double materiality concept, while 50% of them prefer or
can afford just an inside-out approach. Finally, only 1 SME (5%) exclusively
adopted an outside-in perspective in defining materiality issues.

In sum, then, materiality analysis remains partial and simplified in
many cases, despite its importance in affecting the entire disclosure pro-

187



cess and the final overall quality of the resulting reports. This contrasts
with the literature, which highlights the significance of a rigorous material-
ity determination process.

Looking at these results through the lens of legitimacy theory, our evi-
dence suggests that materiality assessment among listed Italian SMEs pri-
marily functions as legitimation work directed at salient audiences. The
widespread use of questionnaires/ CAWI and industry scans, coupled with
formal statements of compliance with most process steps, provides effi-
cient signals of pragmatic (decision-usefulness) and moral (conformance
to good practice) legitimacy. However, the systematic under-observance
of (i) establishing robust governance and procedures (Step 0.2.1) and (ii)
monitoring materiality over time (Step 5) indicates a pattern of ceremonial
conformity and partial decoupling, whereby the visible artefacts of materi-
ality are adopted without the organisational embedding needed to sustain
cognitive legitimacy. The heterogeneity in materiality concepts (only 45%
applying double materiality, half opting for impact-only, and a residual
financial-only approach) further reflects legitimacy under capability con-
straints: SMEs select the variant that best satisfies their most salient audi-
ences at acceptable cost, rather than the theoretically most comprehensive
design. Consequently, materiality often remains simplified, which helps
gain legitimacy in the short run but may hinder its maintenance as stake-
holder expectations and regulatory templates evolve.

5. Discussion

This research contributes to the ongoing debate on the extent to which
non-financial and sustainability reporting is adopted by SMEs — a topic
that remains underexplored in the SMEs” domain. While much of the ex-
tant literature has focused on large firms, there is growing recognition of
the need to better understand how SMEs approach sustainability disclo-
sure, not only considering quantitative aspects but also qualitative ones,
as this study does. Its objective is to boost reflection on the most critical
issues, which currently limit the quantity and quality of multidimensional
reporting in SMEs. To achieve this goal, this study explores the state of the
art of non-financial disclosure within a particularly interesting segment of
Italian SMEs — those listed on the Euronext Growth Milan market. These
enterprises, while smaller in size, are publicly traded and must manage
complex relationships with a wide range of external stakeholders, making
them particularly pertinent in discussions of transparency and legitimacy.

Then, the contribution of this analysis is twofold. First, from a theoreti-
cal perspective, it adds to our understanding of SMEs” propensity to vol-
untarily invest in an enriched and integrated disclosure to meet stakehold-
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ers’ needs and gain legitimisation. The results reinforce the idea that while
awareness of sustainability issues is growing, significant gaps remain in
both the volume and the depth of reporting. Regulatory developments,
such as the CSRD, have raised expectations, but many SMEs are still far
from achieving compliance.

Second, from a practical standpoint, a valuable outcome consists of
identifying the gaps that still exist in this domain and what listed SMEs
will be obliged to report in the near future. Thus, this study highlights
limitations of current practice, in terms of both quantity and quality of the
sustainability disclosure, compared to what is suggested or prescribed by
theory, recent regulations, frameworks and standards provided by inter-
national bodies. In fact, results show that the SMEs of the sample are still
far from complying with them. If this is true for the listed SMEs, the rest of
the small enterprises are expected to present even larger disclosure gaps.
Previous studies have noted similar issues, highlighting a significant lack
of information and the reliance on a symbolic approach in the report rather
than a substantive approach to sustainability (Ortiz-Martinez and Marin-
Herndndez, 2024). This is also evident in the limited external assurance,
which is not typically used by SMEs and could enhance the reliability of
their information (Somoza, 2023). This attitude has also been taken into
account by the EFRAG (2024b), which introduced a simplified reporting
standard for SMEs.

One of the most concerning findings relates to the limited attention
to materiality analysis. More in detail, results show that, despite being a
foundational element of high-quality reporting, several SMEs still adopt a
simplistic approach to the key steps of this analysis. Such a lack pertains to
both the concept of materiality adopted and the process carried out to as-
sess it, since key steps are still not taken. These limitations can be explained
by a number of factors, like the limited managerial culture of reporting, the
novelty of frameworks and guidelines, and the lack of specific knowledge
in this field.

Our results align with previous studies (Ortiz-Martinez and Marin-
Hernéndez, 2024), that show how reports are still scarce, and most of them
are not integrated. Furthermore, lexical analysis shows that some sustain-
ability report templates are used by all companies, resulting in similar re-
ports from a linguistic perspective. External assurance is not typically used
by SMEs to enhance the reliability of their information (Somoza, 2023). This
attitude has also been taken into account by the EFRAG (2024b), which in-
troduced a simplified reporting standard for SMEs.
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6. Conclusions

The description of the state of the art provided by this study shows a
long way to go before expectations are met and can be a baseline to assess
the magnitude of the changes expected in future, fostered by recent and
upcoming regulations.

It is worth noting that the family-based governance structure that often
characterises this enterprise typology is likely to lead to conservative logic
concerned with disclosing strategic information to competitors. However,
this approach appears to be myopic. Adams and Frost (2008) and Adams
and McNicholas (2007) found that sustainability disclosure can catalyse
change. Massa et al. (2015) also state that data collection on ESG went be-
yond disclosure goals towards usage of the information «to enhance sus-
tainable development approach and awareness, consider long-term plan-
ning, support strategy-making based on the sustainable development con-
cept» (p. 62). However, one of the key weaknesses revealed by the analysis
is an alarming lack of governance and internal procedures to support sus-
tainability policies. Yet, they are essential ingredients to move from a sym-
bolic to a substantive approach to sustainability (Crossley et al., 2021) and
avoid that; to summarise, even if the number of sustainability reports has
increased, reporting quality remains poor, and sustainability disclosure is
just a symbolic action.

Our results are then aligned to De Villiers et al. (2014), highlighting
many areas where further robust academic research is needed to guide de-
velopments in policy and practice, such as on the concept of materiality
and the reconciliation between alternative sustainability reporting stand-
ards, frameworks and guidelines.

As previously noted, SMEs were also expected to rapidly adopt and
report on sustainability practices in response to the new CSRD. Despite the
StoptheClock Directive, which has temporarily postponed their advanced
reporting obligations, and pending a precise definition of the actual impli-
cations of the Omnibus Package, future research should aim to further ex-
plore this topic (Bunclark and Barcellos-Paula, 2021; Morsing and Spence,
2019). This also aligns with the findings of Roberto et al. (2024), who high-
lighted an urgent need for development in this area. They found that SMEs
that voluntarily publish sustainability reports often lack transparency.
Furthermore, there is a significant deficiency in the information provided
about governance, while SMEs tend to disclose more information related
to social and environmental issues. So, we might wonder why, from a theo-
retical standpoint, ESRS and CSRD pressures matter even if SMEs aren’t
mandated yet. First, according to the institutional theory and because of
coercive and value-chain isomorphism, even when reporting is voluntary
for most non-listed SMEs, large CSRD-reporters will cascade data requests
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downstream to meet their own ESRS needs. As a consequence, SMEs face
the pressure to converge toward ESRS-like disclosures. Second, from a le-
gitimacy and stakeholder theory perspective, banks, insurers, corporates
and public buyers increasingly view credible sustainability data as “license
to operate”. In this respect, ESRS-aligned signals lower perceived ESG risk
and information asymmetry, improving access to finance and procure-
ment. Third, the “not-ready” status of SMEs highlights missing routines
(data governance, double materiality, controls). Early capability building
(even with simplified standards) becomes a competitive capability that ri-
vals can’t quickly copy. Fourth, ESRS’s double materiality reframes disclo-
sure as a selection problem. As a consequence, SMEs that learn to evidence
why some topics are not material reduce reporting scope and cost without
losing credibility.

Importantly, in terms of practical implications, given the recent slow-
down by the European Union with regard to sustainability reporting ob-
ligations, this study highlights the potentially important role of the VSME
published by EFRAG, which appears to exceed even that played by the
ESRS. While the simplified standard is not mandatory, its adoption by
listed SMEs could serve as a transitional tool for building internal compe-
tencies and systems ahead of more complex regulatory obligations. Even
with relief measures and a voluntary VSME track for most listed and non-
listed SMEs, market forces (like buyers and lenders) would still demand
consistent sustainability data. Treating ESRS not as full reporting but as
a common language, starting with VSME Basic, documenting a focused
materiality rationale, and building just enough data would keep costs low
enough now, while keeping the option open to scale up if and when it be-
comes mandatory.

On the other hand, the absence of short-term requirements should not
be interpreted as an excuse for inertia. Listed SMEs have a unique oppor-
tunity — and responsibility — to lead by example and prepare proactively
for the integration of sustainability reporting into traditional accountabil-
ity practices. However, our analysis shows that the contents of the CSRD
were really too ambitious.

As for the limitations of this research that future improvement could ad-
dress, we can mention the opportunity of extending the analyses currently
performed only on the sub-sample of 20 SMEs to the entire population
of listed SMEs that disclose reports on sustainability. This is, then, a pos-
sible future development of this research project. Furthermore, this study
is qualitative; consequently, it does not explore drivers of SMEs’ choices
about sustainability disclosure. Future research should focus on quantita-
tive approaches to offer a more comprehensive understanding of sustain-
ability within SMEs.
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Lastly, the geographical focus on Italy presents another opportunity for
comparative research across countries, which could reveal how institution-
al, cultural, and regulatory differences may influence the quality and the
nature of SMEs’ sustainability reporting. Exploring these dynamics yields
critical insights for policymakers and practitioners seeking to harmonise
disclosure practices at the European and global level. Future scholars could
view these limitations as potential starting points for further investigation.
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Abstract

The book critically examines how small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) can exploit big data to enhance stra-
tegic decision-making, operational efficiency, and competi-
tiveness. Through expert contributions and in-depth case
studies, it addresses key themes such as human capital ana-
Iytics, digital transformation, and data-driven learning.
The book emphasizes practical, scalable solutions for SMEs
to overcome resource limitations and integrate data ana-
lytics into their business models. By providing a compre-
hensive framework, it equips SMEs with tools to effectively
promote sustainable growth and innovation in an increas-
ingly data-centric global market.
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Review

“Big Data in Small Business” is a well-structured and comprehensive
book that guides readers through the key aspects of leveraging big data
in SMEs. Divided into four main sections, the book offers an in-depth ex-
ploration of foundational principles, the development of digital capabili-
ties, and the practical integration of data across a wide range of business
functions. It also focuses on the strategic process of digital transformation,
providing SMEs with detailed guidance on effectively leveraging big data
to optimize operations, enhance decision-making, and drive innovation.
Each section builds on the previous one, presenting a holistic framework
that empowers businesses to overcome the complexities of the digital land-
scape and achieve sustainable growth through data-driven strategies.

In more detail, the first section, Foundations, establishes the essential
principles of big data, addressing key challenges specific to smaller busi-
nesses, such as regulatory compliance and scalability. The second section,
Capabilities, focuses on developing the necessary digital competencies, of-
fering strategic insights into how SMEs can effectively integrate data-driven
processes into their operations. In Functions, the third section, the book turns
its attention to the practical application of big data across different business
areas, including human capital management and customer engagement.
Lastly, the Transformations section provides an in-depth look at the digi-
tal transformation journey, equipping SMEs with the knowledge needed to
adopt big data technologies and achieve long-term competitive advantages.

The Foundations section is composed of three chapters. In Chapter 1,
Karen G. Mills and Annie V. Dang explore the transformative potential of
Al and big data for SMEs. Through the specific case study of Alex, a coffee
shop owner, they provide a vivid illustration of how Al-powered dash-
boards can revolutionize daily operations. Alex’s business is effortlessly
managed through this Al dashboard, handling tasks like supply chain
management, employee scheduling, and cash flow forecasting. This practi-
cal example highlights how AI and big data democratize capabilities once
reserved for large enterprises, allowing smaller firms to optimize opera-
tions, reduce costs, and improve decision-making. The authors emphasize
not only the operational efficiencies enabled by Al but also two critical ben-
efits for small businesses: access to actionable insights and improved access
to capital. Mills and Dang highlight how predictive analytics allow small
businesses like Alex’s to adjust inventory in real time, anticipate customer
preferences, and even optimize pricing strategies. Most significantly, the
chapter discusses how fintech innovations powered by Al are streamlin-
ing the lending process, enabling SME:s to receive faster and more accurate
credit assessments, thus improving their financial flexibility. The concept
of a “Small Business Utopia,” as coined by the authors, envisions a future
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where big data and Al facilitate the seamless operation of small businesses.
However, the authors also address the risks associated with over-reliance
on data and automation. They highlight concerns about data privacy,
transparency, and the ethics of Al-driven decision-making, advocating for
“smart regulation” to protect SMEs and their customers, ensuring that the
benefits of big data do not come at the cost of security and privacy.

Chapter 2, authored by Jan Trzaskowski, explores the crucial aspect of
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) compliance for SMEs. The au-
thor provides a clear and thorough interpretation of the six key principles
of GDPR: Legitimacy, Proportionality, Empowerment, Transparency, Ac-
countability, and Security. While GDPR compliance can often seem chal-
lenging for smaller firms with limited resources, the chapter simplifies
these complex regulations into practical, actionable guidelines. In doing so,
Trzaskowski effectively bridges the gap between legal theory and practi-
cal application, helping SMEs integrate data protection measures into their
daily operations without hindering innovation. A valuable aspect of the
chapter is its presentation of GDPR compliance not merely as a legal obli-
gation but as a strategic advantage, enabling businesses to build customer
trust and gain a competitive advantage.

Chapter 3, written by Vania Sena and Sena Ozdemir, provides a com-
prehensive theoretical and empirical analysis of the broader organizational
impacts of big data adoption in SMEs. The authors argue that big data can
significantly reduce coordination costs and enhance internal collaboration
within SMEs. However, they also point out that many SMEs lack the nec-
essary internal capabilities and infrastructure to fully leverage these tech-
nologies. A key theme in this chapter is the gap between the potential of big
data and the reality faced by many SMEs, with resource constraints acting
as a major barrier to adoption. The chapter’s adoption of statistical analy-
ses, including Sys-GMM estimates, strengthens its arguments by provid-
ing empirical evidence that organizational restructuring and investments
in human capital are essential for SMEs to realize the full benefits of big
data. This analysis of challenges offers a realistic perspective on the digital
transformation journey for SMEs.

The second section, Capabilities, comprises four chapters that focus on
how SMEs can develop the necessary digital skills and infrastructure need-
ed to succeed in the Industry 4.0 era.

In Chapter 4, Bieke Struyf, Wouter Van Bockhaven, and Paul Matthys-
sens present a longitudinal case study of a Belgian manufacturing SME to
illustrate the company’s transition from traditional operations to a fully
data-driven business model. This chapter is particularly valuable for its
in-depth exploration of resource alignment and the strategic use of digital
platforms to enable new forms of value creation. The case study demon-
strates how the company overcame common challenges faced by SMEs,
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such as limited resources and technological expertise, by focusing on in-
cremental innovation and leveraging external partnerships. The authors
argue that adopting servitization models and digital platforms can unlock
new revenue streams for SMEs, an insight especially relevant as industries
undergo rapid digital transformation.

Chapter 5, by Carsten Lund Pedersen and Thomas Ritter, offers a de-
tailed framework for assessing and developing SMEs’ digitization capabil-
ities. The authors propose that digitization capabilities should be viewed
as ongoing organizational routines, while data-driven projects are finite,
time-bound initiatives that SMEs can implement to drive growth. They pro-
vide a step-by-step guide on how SMEs can measure their digital readiness
through a “workshop series” approach, which includes evaluating data
collection, analytics, and integration processes. This practical framework is
invaluable for SMEs seeking a structured path toward digital transforma-
tion, particularly for those uncertain about where to begin.

Chapter 6, authored by Joel Mero, Heikki Karjaluoto, and Tanja Tam-
misalo, presents an insightful case study on Glaston, a glass-processing
technology company, and its innovative use of big data through the devel-
opment of the Glaston Siru app. This app employs image recognition and
neural networks to perform tempered glass fragmentation tests, a crucial
quality control step in the glass industry. Traditionally, these tests were
either labor-intensive or required costly industrial equipment. The Glas-
ton Siru app simplifies this process, enabling users to capture a picture of
fragmented glass and automatically conduct the test, highlighting Glas-
ton’s capabilities in big data and Al The chapter underscores how Glas-
ton’s open innovation approach and willingness to experiment with new
technologies allowed it to create a cost-effective and highly functional tool,
strengthening its position as a technological leader in the glass industry. By
examining this case study, the authors expand on the broader implications
of adopting big data and Al in traditional industries like glass processing.
The key insight is that SMEs, even in traditional sectors, can benefit from
digital transformation if they are open to partnerships and committed to
exploring the potential of new technologies.

Chapter 7, authored by Shirley Y. Coleman, explores how SMEs can col-
laborate with universities to strengthen their data science capabilities. In
the context of Industry 4.0, big data offers businesses significant opportuni-
ties to enhance processes, outputs, and competitiveness through advanced
data strategies like predictive analytics and machine learning. However,
many SMEs lack the internal resources and expertise needed to fully lever-
age these technologies. Coleman highlights several collaboration options,
such as training staff, hiring data specialists, or forming partnerships with
universities. A prominent model discussed is Knowledge Transfer Partner-
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ships (KTPs), which allow SMEs to co-fund projects with universities, gain-
ing access to advanced research and tools. These partnerships enable SMEs
to overcome resource limitations while benefiting from university exper-
tise. Drawing from her experience in a self-funded university unit, Cole-
man shares successful case studies of partnerships that improved business
efficiency and innovation through data-driven approaches. The chapter in-
cludes a flowchart of the engagement process, outlining key steps for pro-
ductive SME-university collaboration: initial contact, needs assessment,
project planning, implementation, and evaluation. A central insight of this
chapter is the emphasis on mutual understanding, clear objectives, and
strong management as essential elements for effective collaboration. SMEs
benefit from tailored solutions and access to trained professionals, while
universities gain valuable real-world applications for their research. Cole-
man underscores that these partnerships should be viewed as long-term
investments, helping SMEs address immediate challenges while building
the capacity to innovate in the future.

The third section, Functions, focuses on how SMEs can apply big data
across various business areas, from human capital management to custom-
er engagement.

In Chapter 8, Frederikke Amalie la Cour Nygaard and Dana Minbaeva
explore the transformative potential of Human Capital Analytics (HCA)
for SMEs. While much research centers on large organizations, the authors
argue that SMEs can also greatly benefit from HCA to improve strategic
decision-making. By leveraging data to monitor and optimize employee
performance, businesses can create value, manage talent, and improve
competitiveness. However, SMEs face challenges such as limited resourc-
es and data availability. The chapter suggests that the smaller, more agile
nature of SMEs could be advantageous for HCA adoption, as these firms
can more easily integrate and act upon insights generated. The authors
stress the importance of data quality, emphasizing that SMEs must ensure
the data they collect is both accurate and relevant for analysis. They also
discuss the need for a cultural shift within organizations to embrace data-
driven decision-making. Ultimately, the chapter advocates for early adop-
tion of HCA in SMEs, as this can enhance their long-term success and lead
to more informed talent management decisions. The ability to use human
capital data effectively provides SMEs with a competitive edge in today’s
data-driven marketplace, particularly when aligned with business objec-
tives.

In Chapter 9, Camilla Nelleman and Torben Pedersen examine the im-
pact of big data and experimental methods on optimizing e-learning for
SMEs. The authors argue that by collecting data on user behavior in e-
learning environments, companies can more effectively tailor training pro-
grams to meet employee needs. The chapter presents a case study of a soft-

204



ware company that experimented with different digital training formats,
demonstrating the benefits of shifting from traditional classroom-based
learning to an online format. By analyzing behavioral data, the company
was able to adjust the content and structure of its courses to improve user
engagement and retention. This experiment resulted in improved learn-
ing outcomes and cost efficiency for the company. The authors emphasize
that SMEs can use similar experimental approaches in training and other
business operations to determine what works best in real-time, rather than
relying on assumptions. They conclude that data-driven decision-making,
particularly in employee learning and development, is crucial for SMEs to
stay competitive. The chapter encourages SMEs to continuously experi-
ment with and adapt their e-learning practices to ensure maximum effec-
tiveness and efficiency in workforce training.

In Chapter 10, Poul Houman Andersen examines the implications of big
data on business market relationships, focusing on the debate over wheth-
er big data represents a disruptive force or an evolutionary enhancement
for business practices. The chapter highlights how SMEs, despite their lim-
ited resources, can leverage big data to build, maintain, and enhance their
market relationships with customers. Unlike larger corporations, SMEs
often rely on a smaller, more focused customer base, making long-term re-
lationships essential for their survival. The chapter introduces the concept
of “market relationship presence”, defined as a firm’s ability to establish,
develop, and protect valuable exchange relationships with both customers
and suppliers. Big data allows SMEs to more accurately target customers’
demands and tailor offerings, which can significantly improve their mar-
ket presence. Andersen argues that, although big data can increase SME
competitiveness, it also requires a shift towards more data-driven interac-
tions with customers. The implications for SMEs are clear: big data pro-
vides a powerful tool to enhance business relationships by offering deeper
insights into customer behaviors, preferences, and expectations. However,
Andersen cautions that managing these new data sources can be time-con-
suming and costly. SMEs must balance the benefits of real-time insights
with the challenges of implementing and maintaining big data systems.
Ultimately, while big data offers substantial opportunities for SMEs, suc-
cess depends on a strategic application that aligns with business objectives.

In Chapter 11, Henrik Andersen and Thomas Ritter introduce the con-
cept of “revenue blueprinting” as a strategic approach for SMEs to lever-
age customer data and insights for business growth. The chapter outlines a
three-step process that combines explicit customer data (e.g., revenue his-
tory) with tacit knowledge from sales teams to identify potential revenue
growth opportunities. Step 1 focuses on calculating revenue blueprints
using explicit data, such as revenue patterns and product-category sales
from existing customers. Step 2 involves verification by customer-facing
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employees, who combine their insights with data to better assess growth
opportunities. Finally, Step 3 is the implementation of strategies, where
businesses categorize customers based on their potential and allocate re-
sources to unlock additional revenue. Overall, the chapter emphasizes that
this data-driven blueprinting process is low-cost, making it particularly
suitable for SMEs with limited resources. Andersen and Ritter argue that
this method not only accelerates revenue growth but also strengthens cus-
tomer relationships by using insights already embedded within the com-
pany. Furthermore, they suggest that applying revenue blueprinting can
lead to immediate and sustainable revenue improvements, as sales strate-
gies become more targeted and effective over time.

The final section, Transformations, shifts focus to the broader digital
transformation process and the role of big data in helping SMEs remain
competitive in the digital age.

In Chapter 12, Bard Tronvoll, Christian Kowalkowski, and David Sé-
rhammar discuss the challenges that SMEs face when transitioning to a
digital business environment. The authors emphasize the importance of
digital servitization, where traditional product-based offerings are trans-
formed into digital services to enhance value creation and customer en-
gagement. The primary motivation for SMEs to embrace this transforma-
tion is the pursuit of competitive advantage, especially within a landscape
reshaped by rapid technological advancements. A central concept in this
chapter, “digital servitization”, combines the trend of servitization (the
shift from products to services) with digitalization. This shift is described as
essential for SMEs, enabling them to stay relevant in increasingly competi-
tive markets. The authors identify three transformational shifts required
for digital servitization: dematerialization (separating information from
physical goods), identity shifts (redefining what the business represents
in a digital age), and collaboration (working with other ecosystem actors
to create value). According to the authors, a significant challenge for SMEs
is the lack of technical infrastructure and financial resources needed for
this transition. Despite these challenges, SMEs are uniquely positioned to
adapt due to their agile structures and close customer relationships. In this
context, SMEs should develop a digital servitization strategy, integrating
digital services to remain competitive and enhance customer engagement.

Finally, in Chapter 13, Pernille Rydén and Helle Rootzén explore the
journey of Danish SMEs as they work to integrate big data technologies
into their operations. The authors highlight the importance of digital capa-
bilities for SMEs in maintaining competitiveness within the European mar-
ket, particularly in sectors where data-driven decision-making is crucial.
They note that, although big data holds significant potential for growth
and innovation, many SMEs face a knowledge gap in understanding how
to leverage it effectively. The chapter introduces the “KomDigital” initia-
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tive, a learning framework designed to help SMEs develop the digital com-
petencies needed for big data transformation. The authors outline four key
learning domains: market understanding, technology application, business
model innovation, and organizational processes. Through case studies of
Danish SMEs, the chapter provides valuable insights into the managerial
and organizational challenges these companies encounter, such as resist-
ance to change, limited digital literacy, and the complexity of integrating
data across business processes. Despite these challenges, the chapter un-
derscores the transformative potential of big data for SMEs. It suggests that
starting small, with focused experiments and realistic goals, can help SMEs
gradually adopt big data technologies. The chapter concludes with practi-
cal advice for managers, emphasizing the need for a strategic approach
to digital transformation that includes both technological investment and
organizational learning.

Overall, Big Data in Small Business is a must-read for any SME aim-
ing to remain competitive in today’s data-driven environment. This book
simplifies the complexities of big data into clear, practical steps that busi-
nesses of all sizes can easily implement. The real-world examples are es-
pecially valuable, as they effectively demonstrate how SMEs can leverage
data to enhance efficiency, gain deeper customers insights, and unlock new
revenue streams. Highly recommended for scholars, managers, and prac-
titioners alike, the book’s focus on the unique challenges and opportuni-
ties faced by SMEs offers tailored strategies that are both actionable and
scalable, making it a remarkable resource in the field of big data for small
businesses.
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