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SUMMARY 

Growing examples of successful European sustainability-driven entrepreneurship, transforming 

environmental and social challenges into innovative profitable opportunities, represent unique 

chance for countries in transition to turn their lagging rural territories from depressive to sustainably 

progressive. In this context, the paper proposes a conceptual framework for investigating the 

possibilities of transferring successful EU experience to the NIS countries. A research approach 

based on combination of different methods has been identified. The paper discusses possibilities 

of the proposed frameworks in the light of the three most important research outcomes: 1) the 

analysis of the conformity of the NIS rural development paradigm with the EU one in terms of 
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transferring. 2) identification of a typology and a general theory of rural sustainability 

entrepreneurship in EU. 3) description of role models for successful sustainability-driven enterprise 

creation and operation in rural areas. 

 

Keywords: Entrepreneurship (L26), Sustainable Development (Q01), Rural Development (R00), 

Innovation and Technological Change (O33), Natural Resources and Environment (O13),  Europe 

(O52), Transitional Economies (P20) 

 

Les exemples grandissants de réussites d'esprits d’entreprises de développement durable en 

Europe, transformant des défis environnementaux et sociaux en opportunités rentables et 

innovatrices, représentent une chance unique pour des pays en transition, de transformer le retard 

de leurs territoires ruraux d'une progression dépressive vers une progression durable. Dans ce 

contexte, le document propose les grandes lignes pour étudier les possibilités de transférer les 

expériences réussies en UE vers les pays CEI. Une approche basée sur la combinaison de 

méthodes différentes a été distinguée. Le document examine les grandes lignes proposées et met 

en lumière 3 des plus importants résultats de recherche : 1) l'analyse de la conformité du 

paradigme de développement rural CEI avec celui l'UE en termes de transfert; 2) création d'une 

typologie de l'entreprenariat rural durable dans l'UE; 3) l'identification de modèles pour la création 

réussie d'entreprises axées sur la durabilité et l'exploitation dans les zones rurales. 
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INTRODUCTION 

May 23, 2007 went down to history as a major demographic milestone symbolising the beginning 

of the “Urban Millennium”, when the Earth’s population was estimated to become more urban than 

rural. Still, the majority of poor people in the world live in rural areas and experience devastating 

effects not only of globalisation and urbanisation, but also of various environmental challenges 

(e.g. climate change, soil erosion, flooding) jeopardising their lives, agriculture- and natural 

resources-dependent livelihoods and leaving them with lesser opportunity for recovery. 

In Europe, rural areas constitute over ¾ of the territory, and still house the majority of population 

(EC, 2008). Possessing intrinsic fragility in social, economical and environmental aspects, they 

tend to loose their positions in more and more urbanising world (Noronha Vaz et al, 2006), that is 

especially true for the rural areas in transition economies of Newly Independent States' (NIS) 

countries. Despite the diversity of rural areas in terms of socio-economic performances, nature, 

landscape, and cultural heritage, many of them meet the common challenges of,  to name a few, 

 Depopulation and land abandonment (due to ageing and out-migration as technological 

changes in the primary sectors entailed reduction in need in labour, while new social and 

economic opportunities have not arisen); 

 Increased pressure on natural resources (due to unsustainable agricultural practices and 

intensified exploitation of natural resources) resulted in ecological problems (biodiversity loss, 
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climate change, water pollution, desertification, soil erosion, etc) and increased risk of natural 

disasters; 

 Globalisation - rural economies tend to be the losers due to increased competition on 

liberalised markets, agriculture cannot compete on an increasingly deregulated market;  

 Rural poverty, which level is generally higher in comparison to urban areas, due to decreasing 

availability of livelihood opportunities existing in the past and lacking capacity for creating the 

new ones;  

 Social exclusion, lack of public services and weak infrastructure, entailing deficiency of 

favourable conditions for nurturing the initiatives capable to contribute towards refreshing and  

recovering of the rural territories. 

On the other hand, there is still a place and urgent need for opportunities, as these are the areas 

that represent the potential cure for many of the world-wide “illnesses” and contain answers to 

many urgent questions of human survival. There is already an evidence of in-migration of new 

residents in various rural areas, either businessmen or “down-shifters”, attracted by local 

conditions, being in search of new livelihood opportunities and able to initiate new local businesses 

(Psaltopoulos et al., 2004; Labrianidis,  2004).  

This uncovers a new tendency of higher appreciation of the multi-dimensional potential of the 
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rurality, as a better place for living, working and recreation, that has a potential to grow into a rural 

life-style “fashion”. Obviously, new challenges and trends call for systemic improvements to shift to 

more resilient rural communities based on new strategies and models of rural development. 

Modern NIS rurality  

Rural areas of Western NIS and the Russian Federation are particularly fragile to unrecovery and 

devastation due to the presence of additional adverse effects of transition process.  70 years of 

centralised and large-scale visioning also in rural areas together with land reforms, which have 

turned large-scale collective agro-enterprises into privatised, in majority, small-scale farms, have 

left rural dwellers to independently cope with new-facing challenges of economies of scale and 

urgently necessitated entrepreneurial skills (IFAD, 2002).  

Dramatic changes happening in national economies had disruptively and profoundly challenged 

the manner rural life used to function. Agrarian reforms had proofed to fail, leaning the rural 

economies back and leaving major population to seek for survival tactics (Nefedova & Pallot, 2006) 

giving rise to, among the others,  survival entrepreneurship aimed exclusively at improving 

individual households (Wegren, 2004). At the same time, rural self-employment is a perspective 

way out of rural poverty only if it is profitable rather than just self-sufficient (Nefedova & Pallot, 

2006).  

Entrepreneurial model of economic development is paid high tribute in modern NIS economics 



 
 

 

6 

theories emphasising its vast potential for betterment of economic systems (Ezhov, 2006) also in 

rural environment. Strong and substantial portion of rural middle class - farmers and entrepreneurs 

- is urgently needed (Nefedova & Pallot, 2006; Zaslavskaya, 2003) especially those named by 

Shabanova (2003) as 'ascending adapters' – having succeeded in new conditions to find ways of 

life's improvement while increasing the level of individual freedom utilising a variety of unique local  

potentials.  

At the same time, NIS countries face a challenge of a new greener and smarter economic system 

gradually incorporating into realities of the neighbouring Western Europe (Government of Ireland, 

2008) giving persuasive signals also to transitional economies to absorb the guiding principle of 

sustainable development.  Sustainability for rural development demands new visionaries, 

entrepreneurial pioneers capable of discovering and courageous to test new ideas and innovative 

business opportunities suited for changing economical conditions and increasing environmental 

and social concerns.  

Vitalising NIS rurality via sustainability entrepreneurship means in various respects providing 

alternative sources of livelihoods and substitute ineffective farming (which is especially reasonable 

for the northern territories of risky agriculture), increasing effectiveness and sustainability of natural 

resource use while giving sources of sustainable and diversified income. This is expected to entail 

higher quality of life, reduced unemployment rates, limited out-migration, visualised role models for 

rural youth, and may even attract more people in rural areas appealing to the natural individual 
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motive for independent self-realisation, 'reflecting lifestyle choices' (Audretsch, 2007: p. 4) of new 

generations and uncovering hidden entrepreneurial potential.  

Modern NIS rurality meets the challenge of developing entrepreneurship with innovative and 

sustainability-driven nature from the beginning. It does not have neither time, nor resources  for a 

long-lasting experiment with conventional entrepreneurial behaviour. We already have evidence of 

successfully functioning innovative businesses in emerging economic environments of NIS (ex., 

innovative technological companies (Aidis & Welter, 2008), although, the majority of such 

promising developments do not happen in the no-less-demanded them rural areas.  

As the bottom-up approach within policy-created encouraging and supportive environment has 

proofed to be useful to help lagging areas in the EU to shift their rural paradigm into sustainable 

rural development based on the effective utilisation of local capital, this approach taken together 

with already available entrepreneurial innovative experience in EU  is worth trying to provide its 

advantages also to the transitional economies of NIS.  

Consequently, this necessities research on innovative successful rural start-ups targeting new 

market needs described as models for possible experience transfer to NIS rural environments. This 

is believed to avoid duplication of efforts and promote greater overall impact giving to those willing 

to act inspiration, hand-on experience, best practice benchmarking and support of pioneering 

entrepreneurs from EU with the strategic visioning of turning rural laggards into entrepreneurial 
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hotspots.  

Considering this, the paper reflects author's on-going research on innovative successful 

sustainability-driven rural enterprises in EU and aims to propose the conceptual and 

methodological grounds for describing them and investigating their transferring potential in the 

context of modern NIS rurality . 

CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Rurality and Entrepreneurship 

The proposition of entrepreneurship having particular capabilities for driving economic 

development has made it one of the leading concepts in rural development and a vitaliser of rural 

areas in recent years. Thus, it is widely argued in scientific debate and practice (Karlsson et al, 

2009; Bosma & Levie, 2009; EC, 2003; Carree & Thurik, 2002; Schaper, 2002), that, as far as 

entrepreneurship involves “adoption of new forms of business organisations, new technologies and 

new enterprises producing goods not previously available at a location” (Petrin, 1991),  it is 

reasonably considered to be a primer mover of economic  development.  

Interpreting the words of Bosma and Levie  (2009), rural areas are in need of people with particular 

ability to recognise and exploit valuable business opportunities (either inside or outside 

agriculture). Noronha Vaz et al (2006) have traced the evidence of direct correlation between the 
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sustainable development of the rural areas and the level of small firms operating in there. They 

create local jobs, contribute positively to development of social services (including education, 

health, etc) and transport infrastructure and, what is more, let keeping and sustainably utilising 

scarce territorial resources and capital within the community.  

Being more locally embedded (Gulumser et al, 2009), in comparison  with urban entrepreneurship, 

via building strong local networks, promoting utilisation of unique mix of local resources, and 

encouraging local community to be more proactively involved in finding and realising existing 

entrepreneurial opportunities, rural entrepreneurship promotes endogenous model of local 

development. Entrepreneurial economy does not only shape the number of dynamic 

entrepreneurs, hence, encourage creation and development of indigenous businesses, but also 

gives  local communities an opportunity to set free from heavy reliance on external aid or, at least, 

make this external funding and human capital working effectively (Petrin, 1997). 

Therefore, encouragement of creation and  development of rural businesses (especially in primary 

and tertiary sectors) is seen as a vital opportunity for recovering countryside in line with the modern 

policy agenda  (Psaltopoulos et al, 2004). The fact that, the entrepreneurship recently has been 

given the leading role in sustainable endogenous development of European rurality (also via 

various initiatives financed by the structural funds of European Union, including the Leader+ 

programme), again supports this proposition. 
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As Elkington and Hartigan (2008) put it, the distinctive and most powerful feature of an 

entrepreneur is its eagerness, instead of coping somehow with the existing status quo, finding and 

implementing the equilibrium's shift from this unsatisfying to more effective and sustainably 

functional one. This is a real power of entrepreneurs, “can-do thinkers” in the system change are 

urgently needed.  

Sustainability, Innovation and Entrepreneurship 

In contrary to the existing concepts of technological, productive, and entrepreneurial opportunities, 

the concept of innovative opportunities, proposed by Holmen et al. (2007), gives  opportunity for a 

broader systemic view (in terms of interaction with socio-economic-political system), encompasses 

particular role of opportunities in relation to innovation and underlines particular opportunity's 

impact on the pattern of economic transformation.  

They define innovative opportunities as “the possibility to realise a potential economic value 

inherent in a new combination of resources and market needs, emerging from changes in the 

scientific or technological knowledge base, customer preferences, or the interrelationships 

between economic actors’’ (Holmen et al., 2007: p.37) consisting of three inevitable properties: 

economic value, capacity of resource mobilisation, and appropriability.  

After the adoption of Lisbon Declaration in 2000, the wide agreement has been made on the 

importance of innovation and knowledge-based economy for sustainable development at the 
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national and regional levels. This “new” economic model relies on knowledge, ideas, human and 

social capital and intangible and non-material assets (as ability to innovate). Effective utilisation of 

these factors is crucial for increasing competitiveness and sustainable development of rural areas. 

This fact appreciates the role of the innovative forms of rural entrepreneurship as one of the 

dominant actors in modern local economy. 

Innovation has been named an important feature of rural development (LEADER European 

Observatory, 1997). Innovation represents, if not the very nature of the entrepreneurial activity 

(Schumpeter, 1934), at least, a particular competitive advantage. This, among the others, is proved 

by evidence, presented by North and Smallbone (2000), that the level of firm's innovativeness, 

connected often to rural context, is higher in remote rural areas than in more accessible ones, and 

is shaped by the necessity to overcome spatial constraints. 

Löhmöller (1990) rightfully states, that creativity and flexibility are considered the underling notions 

of the entrepreneurial concept and, hence, represent new challenges and, at the same time, 

competitive advantages for current entrepreneurs, due to the following reasons:  

 Complexity and unpredictability of the system changes, resulting in the necessity for flexibility – 

entrepreneurs' ability to adopt and cope with new and usually unpredictable situations;  

 The cost-trap, in other words, these days rationalisation, resulting in increased quantities of 

products and decreased prices as a consequence of the former, is necessary and, at the same 
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time, fatal for an enterprise; this calls for creativity - finding out new solutions to problems, new 

products, turning to new marketing concepts, etc. 

 Constant devaluation of expert knowledge, which can be dealt with by finding and utilising an 

appropriate way for usage of the profound knowledge (quantity and quality are equally 

important) and professional skills in a flexible manner. 

For successful functioning in the new global economy of “creative distraction”, the systemic change 

is needed also to happen at the level of a firm. Nowadays, big and small businesses are 

increasingly in need of people who are able to see the system's interactions, identify and attack 

“unsatisfactory equilibrium”, those believing that “the best way to predict the future is to create it” 

(Elkington and Hartigan, 2008). The world is in need of entrepreneurial pioneers who can show us 

the ways we can orchestrate the process of change – transition to a more sustainable equilibrium, - 

and  initiate chain reactions to promote, adopt and advance these innovative solutions throughout 

the community and beyond (Schumpeter, 1934). 

After the Rio Summit in 1993, finding a right balance between environmental, social and economic 

objectives when taking new opportunities (EC 2003) has become a growing challenge for all kinds 

of entrepreneurs. This entailed an emergency of a new form of entrepreneurship, ecopreneurship, 

and further on sustainability-driven entrepreneurship, incorporating into the usual meaning a new 

principle of sustainable development. 
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Some particular features of ecopreneurship have been traced by Schaper (2005), such as, firstly, 

entrepreneurial nature of the activity, secondly, positive influence on the natural environment along 

with sustainable future vision, and, thirdly, intentionality, that is, particular purposefulness of the 

business activity aimed at more sustainable equilibrium.  

An ability to identify opportunities from what initially may be seen as an obstacle to enterprise 

creation is seen to be one of the unique features of ecopreneurship (Tandoh-Offin, 2010). What is 

more important particularly for rural development, ecopreneurs are notable for being capable to 

effectively transform environmental wrongs into productive “green” goods (Bowen, 2000). As far as 

interconnected nature of systems is concerned, the green economy and green entrepreneurship 

have started to be, among the others, about the learning from nature.  

Lately the social aspect has been added to ecopreneurship leading to a wider concept of 

sustainability-driven entrepreneurship combining all three, environmental, social and economic,  

ingredients of sustainability in a holistic way (Tilley & Parish, 2006) and positioning such 

enterprises somewhere in between of conventional businesses and charities. The real-life 

examples are such enterprises like NativeEnergy, LLC, which markets carbon offsets and finances 

new renewable energy projects owned by Native American tribes, family farmers, and local 

communities, or ForesTrade, Inc., which  exports, imports, and wholesales organic and fair trade 

speciality food commodities from biodiversity-rich developing countries to the US and Europe 

(Parrish, 2010). 
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Such enterprises face additional challenges over conventional ones and, for successful operation 

over time and remaining in accordance with their sustainability values, should utilise five guiding 

principles of organisational design process specified by Parrish (2010): perpetuation of resources, 

benefit staking, strategic satisfying, qualitative management, and worthy contribution.  

The sustainability entrepreneurship concept connotes the idea of sustainable rural livelihoods, 

comprising “the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and activities 

required for a means of living” while, at the same time, being able to “cope with and recover from 

stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, while not undermining the 

natural resource base” (Scoones, 1998). In terms of rural poverty reduction and sustainable 

development objectives it is not only the total quantity of the livelihoods in place that is critical, but 

rather the complexity of creative and innovative combinations of livelihoods created. In this sense 

sustainability entrepreneurship gives  the variety of livelihood forms to exploit.  

Farm-based rural economies are particularly connected to natural resources capital and inevitably 

dependent on the unique characteristics of ecosystems and quality of the surrounding 

environment. The period of heavy utilisation of natural resources, characterising the 20th century 

has been followed by the transformation phase of appreciation of nature values and environmental 

protection grown recently into the wider agreement on the need for different kind of economic 

growth – the 'green' growth.  
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It is now, when global environmental and social challenges are becoming an increasingly important 

part of economic policy, while sustainability entrepreneurship and eco-innovations are named 

among the most effective drivers of this transition to a greener economy (OECD, 2010; Anderson, 

1998) that the recommendation by Daly (2010) as to “seek to develop qualitatively without growing 

quantitatively – to get better without getting bigger” becomes more and more important. Hamel 

(2002) goes even further postulating that change has changed itself and confronts conventional 

“getting better” versus demanding “getting different” concepts resulting in reinventing a vision and 

business innovations.  

As a result of these tendencies, a growing number of examples of successful European 

sustainability-driven entrepreneurs, exploring novel opportunities in rural areas and creating 

effective economic models in ecologically-oriented agriculture and natural resources management, 

has already appeared. They successfully meet modern demands and create sustainable 

livelihoods for themselves and other community members while protecting environment and 

addressing social challenges.  

Variety of rural territorial capitals and differences in historical development within regions have 

shaped unique features and particular problems in each rural area, although, still leaving the 

window for mutual learning from successes and failures of one another. Therefore, this fact gives 

us an opportunity to explore European entrepreneurial experience, identify the prevailing lines of 

pioneering rural entrepreneurship, and promote such models beyond Europe. 
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Business Models as Role Models 

How to describe most effectively  the successful pioneering performance of entrepreneurs and 

make it comprehensively while fairly easy available for creative and adaptive transfer by others? 

Among different concepts emphasising various aspects of business success (ex., industry or 

resource-based factors  (Lai et al., 2006)), the one of a business model is perceived to be holding 

the most accounts for explaining why some firms excel performance compared to the others. 

Nowadays, attributes given to innovation in business models have stood in line with innovations in 

products and services.  

A business model describes “the rationale of how an organisation creates, delivers, and captures 

value» (Osterwalder et al., 2010: p.14). In other words, business models are “stories that explain 

how enterprises work” (Magretta, 2010: p.3), thus, creating new business model is like writing a 

new business story grounded in the mix of common business experience, individual creativity, 

understanding of market conditions and re-evaluating customers needs. Some well-known 'iconic' 

business models are Xerox, American Express, Google, that represent themselves a good stories 

of how to start from innovation and result into vigourous businesses. 

The body of conventional economic theory tends to ignore business models, thereby unwisely 

refusing that “intangible products are in fact ubiquitous, two-sided markets are common, and 

customers don’t just want products; they want solutions to their perceived needs” (Teece, 2010: 
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175) and underestimating the role of business models for not yet existing markets. Meanwhile, 

business models are necessary components of market economies, and especially smart “green” 

economy, as the latter necessitates “constant invention and presentation to the consumer of new 

value propositions” while technological innovation demands business models to “bring discoveries 

to market and the opportunity to satisfy unrequited customer needs” (Teece, 2010: 176).  

Being a successful business means possessing competitive advantage – distinctive, hard to 

imitate, and effective while efficient (Magretta, 2010). Still, in most cases a business model itself is 

easy to imitate. This characteristic advantageously allows model's transfer and application in other 

geographical conditions, segments, markets, etc. , while creating a disadvantage for a business 

owner facing increasing competition. Even though, there exist few business models having 

succeeded to change the economic rules of an industry and, hence, difficult to replicate (Teece, 

2010), usually only the alliance of business model with a distinctive strategy creates that 

sustainable competitive advantage which is much harder to imitate.  

Important  for the aim of this paper is the view on business models elaborated by Baden-Fuller and 

Morgan (2010) that describes their multivalent character and perceives them in two-fold – firstly, as 

examples of the wider generic type of businesses, and, secondly, as exemplar role models to 

follow. Authors put demonstrative role of proved-to-be-successful businesses on a par with the 

recipes in culinary, arguing that role business models also provide the list of needed ingredients 

and the algorithm on how to  work them out together to ensure the result comes out properly.   
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Similarly to dishes made with the same recipes but by different chefs go out in some way different, 

a role business model utilised by another entrepreneur will come out differently, as this process is 

highly dependent on the tacit knowledge and creativity of each entrepreneur. Indeed, the possibility 

of innovating based on the given role model is an advantage and a necessity at the same time. A 

follower-entrepreneur can creatively translate the model into changing environment, thus, adjust 

the primary 'recipe' to new conditions, while these same conditions may necessitate him to design 

unique competitive advantage strategy to accompany his  business model.  

Consequently, the process of role models transition from one context to another (also in 

geographical terms) has nothing similar with mere reproducibility. Most likely emerging businesses 

grounded in the role business models provided can be viewed as fruitful results of creative 

adoption after transferring imitating the process of innovation based on benchmarking – best 

practises examples (Zairi, 1998). 

Sabatier et al. (2010) develop 'recipes' view further and generate the concept of business models' 

portfolios. The analogous to a dinner made of various, but compatible dishes, they consider a 

portfolio to serve as a combination of diverse, but complementary and harmonised business 

models. This, they argue, can be effectively utilised by small-scale entrepreneurs to balance 

interdependence with other actors and diversify business to mitigate the risk of relying on only one 

or several but disconnected models. This property of the portfolio's concept can be especially 

valuable for transferring and adopting role models in unstable conditions of transitional economies.  
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Therefore, the principle questions lacking research investigation are:  

What are the role models in EU sustainability-driven rural entrepreneurship? 

What are the possibilities and conditions  for their successful adoption in NIS countries in 

transition? 

This poses two-fold aim of the proposed study as to extract and describe the benchmarking 

models and theoretically evaluate their transferability. 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

Proposed research finds itself on the junction of rural development field and small business 

economics, two areas of science with different investigation approaches, as usually perceived. This 

study seeks for exploration of the phenomenon through inductive analysis. With this in mind, and 

taking into consideration the complex, although ambiguous nature of the research object, rural 

entrepreneurship, and exploratory type of research questions posed, qualitative research paradigm 

with combination of methods is seen to be the most appropriate. 

From the beginning, this work has been elaborated with the intention to maximise the potential of 

further practical application of the results achieved. Hence, it asks not only for developing the 

generalised concept of the sustainability rural enterprise model, but also necessitates provision of 

the whole range of peculiarities relevant to an exemplified enterprise from each field of operation. 
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Such condition prescribes utilisation of qualitative methods as they are those to guarantee 

investigation of the uniqueness of each case and permit to describe it in detail.  

Research Design  

To answer the complex research question a number of sub-questions were elaborated and 

transformed into the following research objectives: 

1 objective. To analyse the conformity of the NIS rural development, innovation and socio-

technical paradigms with those prevailing in the EU in terms of transferring models of rural 

sustainability entrepreneurship.  

This objective is to be achieved via comparative policy analysis. Necessary data are to be 

collected through reviewing of primary (national and sub-national strategies and programmes, state 

reports, related documents) and secondary (publications, etc) sources available for the Western 

NIS countries (Ukraine, Belarus, the Republic of Moldova) and the Russian Federation.  

The data then will be processed and generalised to synthesise the principle features and strategic 

directions of the NIS rural development and innovation paradigms and prevailing socio-technical 

system (Brunori et al., 2008) and business ecosystem's current and anticipated states (Teece, 

2010), followed by the comparative analysis with the EU frameworks and regimes.  As a result, 

understanding of the sending and receiving context and its influence on transferring potential will 
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be increased, giving an opportunity of making the propositions for more effective process of 

adopting these practices by business actors in the NIS.  

2 objective. To identify strategic directions and specific types of rural sustainability 

entrepreneurship in EU.  

Qualitative survey is seen to be the most appropriate strategy of creating an inventory of various 

types of innovative sustainable business designs. The data are to be gathered from multiple 

sources, primary (company brochures and companies' web-sites) and secondary sources (relevant 

databases of European projects and particular project documents available in the internet, as well 

as from the conferences, seminars, and meetings participated in).  

Selection of the businesses to include in the inventory is based on a number of criteria. Firstly, 

qualification criteria, private businesses in forms of small and medium-sized enterprises operating 

in rural territories of the European Union working in primary or tertiary sectors, are to be applied. 

Secondly, selection will narrow to those enterprises in possession of innovativeness - 

conceptualised for this study as a business initiative bringing a new solution to the specific 

challenge of rural development (adopted from LEADER, 1997) - and sustainability-driven purpose. 

For the aim of further analysis, in addition to general information on each business, the inventory 

will incorporate special remarks on the forms of innovativeness and sustainability characterising 

each rural entrepreneurial activity, and be expressed in form of a table. As a result, analysis of the 
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businesses placed in the inventory is expected to provide the grounds for conceptualisation of 

sustainable rural business models available in the recent time and give grounds for identifying the 

leaders for further research in more detail. 

3 objective. To analyse and describe the role models of successful sustainability-driven 

enterprise creation and operation in rural areas. 

To justify the proper methodological decision for meeting this objective the following principle 

features were considered. Firstly, the object of study – small-scale enterprises and their business 

models embedded in rural context - requires holistic perspective to be applied to systemic and 

dynamic nature of an enterprise's activities, and asks for translating and describing the meaning of 

the interactions and processes (Bitsch, 2001). Secondly, naturalistic,  real-time investigation of the 

modern phenomenon in its context  without any attempt of manipulating (Patton, 2002) deserves 

case study orientation of data collection and analysis (Yin, 2008). Thirdly, further transferring urges 

for a positivistic study of descriptive profiles of existing successful role models. 

Investigating a model of sustainable rural business as a complex, interdependent and dynamic 

economic and social phenomenon demands qualitative real-time investigation of business models' 

creation and functioning together with thorough analysis of strategies and motives “underlying 

more complex decisions than just profit maximisation” (Sterns et al., 1998).  On-field investigation 

and analysis of different sources of primary information, rather than secondary statistics, allow a 
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discovering theory to be better grounded in reality (Reid, 1996).  

Designed as a thorough insight into unique firms functioning, case studies provide the grounds for 

testing the applicability and variability of sustainability-driven enterprises' generative rules with 

respect to the rural context (Parrish, 2010), building the base on which to construct the common 

understanding of such firms and, last but not least, describing the cases as role models (Baden-

Fuller & Morgan, 2010) of sustainable and innovative rural businesses.  

Cases Selection 

To identify firms capable of acting as role models, selection of the cases out of the inventory is 

based on a purposeful sampling strategy to ensure their information-richness and maximum 

variation (Patton, 1990). Ideally, each case will be attributed to the type of rural entrepreneurship 

identified in the previous stage. The following set of criteria will guide selection procedures: 

(1) general characteristics - located in rural areas of Italy, founders are the owners or 

current employees to guarantee their availability for participation in the study, a start-up or 

an enterprise having been turned to be sustainability-driven, 

(2) performance level - organisationally secure, meaning growing or stable, and between 

three to eight  years from the start of 'innovation' execution to be proven successful, 

although still young to be perceived as modern pioneers; 
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(3) transferability potential - exclusion of the cases possessing features, restricting them 

from being multiplied. 

Cases Analysis  

Each selected case will be described following the logic of Business Model Canvas elaborated by 

Osterwalder et al. (2010). Nine modules of the canvas represent key areas of business, customer, 

offer, infrastructure, and financial viability, and together reflect the comprehensive logic of each  

business model.  Analysis of the case studies is to be performed following the procedures of the 

grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) that allows building novel knowledge claims of under-

researched  phenomenon grounded in systematically gathered and analysed data at a level 'more 

general than a particular case study through means of comparison across instances of 

phenomena' (Finch, 2002: p.228).  

Expected results 

By undertaking a study within the conceptual and methodological frameworks proposed by this 

article the following results are expected to be produced.  

The generic framework of a business model of sustainability-driven rural small-scale 

enterprise is conceptualised.  

A number of role models attributed to various business model types identified within 
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modern operational domain of natural resources use and management  is described. 

Reflections on the supportive or resisting to business models transfer nature and prospects 

of rural development, innovation and socio-technical paradigms in NIS transition economies 

compared to those existing in the EU are elaborated. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This writing represents the author's reflections on conceptual and methodological grounds for 

investigating the role business models' phenomenon in the context of modern European rurality. It 

argues that research on successful sustainability-driven rural enterprises has substantial potential 

for enriching entrepreneurial development within transitional rural economies of the NIS countries 

via creation of sustainable livelihoods while positively contributing into ecological and social local 

environment. 
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