
Gradual, incremental changes, are neither helpful in achiev-
ing the climate goals nor in implementing a culture of sus-
tainability in social systems. We need solutions that make 
existing paradigms obsolete. We need disruptive technolo-
gies and disruptive social innovations that help us redefine 
the pillars of our societies. It is about using systemic inno-
vations to implement a culture of sustainability across so-
ciety. Only then can transition succeed. 
 
Entrepreneurship offers an excellent approach to motivate 
social, cultural, political and economic development in this 
direction. Systemic innovation requires transdisciplinary 
cooperation of different actors, it requires the willingness 
to take the risk for new solutions. It requires a set of new 
competences and the implementation and application that 
we need to break away from the paradigms of the capita-
lism of the industrial age, which were focused on making 
profit out of natural resources without taking into account 

Lessons learned: What green startups need 
to unfold their transformative potential 
Potential of green startups to foster a green transition  
of economies and societies
The GreenTecLab project was initiated out of the conviction that green startups can contribute significantly 
to accelerating the necessary ecological, social, economic and cultural transition. In recent years, various 
disruptive catastrophes have shown that only a fundamental, holistic transformation of economic, financial 
and social systems will allow our societies to continue to exist. In view of the climate goals (e.g. of the Paris 
Agreement or the European Green Deal) and the prevention of an ecological collapse, we need an enormous 
speed in the decarbonisation of our societies. Furthermore, we need rapid changes in all aspects of society 
to guarantee that it will be a fair and socially just transition.

what this means for the natural environment and for future 
generations. The spirit of that traditional capitalism is op-
posed to the culture of sustainability. Startups can provide 
exactly these conditions.  
 
Startups are often run by young people with a high aware-
ness of the needs of the green transition. They are willing 
to engage with new cultures and they are especially ready 
to collaborate in order to map transdisciplinary contexts 
together with other actors. 
 
Based on the UN Sustainable Development Goals, four im-
pact areas can be identified in which systemic innovations 
are required to ensure a successful transition: cities, land-
use, materials, finance. In all four areas, it is startups that 
provide new solutions, which is particularly evident in 
Scandinavian countries (https://nordic.climate-kic.org/ 
news/how-start-ups-can-accelerate-the-green-transition/) 
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systems. For example, in order to develop the 
product or service idea with customers, com-
municative skills are necessary and the wil-
lingness to engage with a completely new 
perspective, namely that of the user. The 
custo mer-integrative development of the 
business idea leads to the adaptation of in-
novative green technologies through user-
orien ted services and to business ideas that 
work. The ability to speak the customer’s 
language and to develop solutions together 
with them must be developed by the start-
ups. The same applies to the cooperation 
with B2B relationships and the exchange with 
international experts and other startups. 
 
Challenge three: Green Eco-systems 
The third challenge cluster that needs to be 
overcome in order to unfold the transforma-
tive power of green startups and to initiate 
truly disruptive social developments has 
emerged in the project work as a lack of a 
sustainability culture in local environments. 
Startups need ecosystems that support their 
ideas and values. This includes institutional 
stakeholders, local organizations, but also 
civil society. The local ecosystems need to be 
developed in order to take up the business 
ideas of the startups and to drive forward 
ecological, economic and social transforma-
tions together with them. These ecosystems 
are often lacking in rural regions, but also in 
regions where traditional industries are firmly 
anchored and economic concerns come first.  
 
Solutions that help unleash the trans -
formative potential of green startups 
In order to improve the degree of innovation 
of new business ideas the transfer of know -
ledge and experience (among local actors/in 
dialogue with external experts) has to be sup-
ported. The target regions often have to fight 
for access to innovation because green in -
novative activities are concentrated in the 
urban, advanced regions. Braindrain worsen 
the situation.  
 
One idea to improve the situation is to estab-
lish special local transfer spaces for (interna-
tional and transdisciplinary) knowledge and 
experience transfer and co-creative develop-
ment of new approaches and solutions. The 
transfer spaces should be supported by 
strong, local networks and set systemic trans-
formation impulses on different relevant, so-
cial levels through the international, national 
and local exchange of knowledge and ex -
perience and through collaboration in exem-
plary transformation topics. These centers 

Challenge one: Low level of technical 
innovation 
In addition to university students, the project 
particularly addresses young people who are 
aiming for or have already started vocational 
training (for example, there is close coopera-
tion with vocational training institutions in 
Greece and Spain) and also target groups 
who have difficulties entering the local labour 
markets. In all three countries there is high 
youth unemployment, which can benefit 
from the Entrepreneurship approach. Especi-
ally with the latter target groups, the need for 
increased knowledge and experience transfer 
with regard to technical, green innovations 
becomes clear. Often, new technological ap-
proaches that support climate-friendly per-
formance of certain processes are not used 
because they are not known. 
 
Challenge two: Skill gaps 
Skill gaps are already recognized as crucial 
bottleneck in sectors such as renewable ener-
gies, resource efficiency, renovation and con-
struction of buildings but also in the field of 
sustainable agriculture and food production. 
Not only existing enterprises have to fight 
against a lack of skills also for startups this is 
a barrier. Skills for the green transition are 
based on new occupations and new occupa-
tional specialisations, but also traditional job 
profiles need greeninig and also moder -
nisation in terms of digital skills. Startups in 
green, technical fields need upskilling and 
reskilling of their stuff in order to be able to 
cope with the innovation requirements in the 
field of green technology. So education and 
also well working, modern VET systems are a 
key element for green startups and green eco-
systems. But skills for the green transition are 
sometimes rather acted than learned. They 
are interdisciplinary and developed co-crea-
tively. “GreenComp The European sustainabi-
lity framework” highlights e.g. the importance 
of transversal skills beside technological skills 
to empower sustainable development and to 
reach a balance between economic, ecologi-
cal and social interests (Bianchi, Pisiotis, & 
Cabrera Giraldez, 2022). Cooperation with 
existing international enterprises, with inter-
national experts and of course with custo-
mers is seen as important for green startups 
to develop their sustainable ideas and to sup-
port the green transition of economies and 
society. For this, they need interdisciplinary 
skills that can be summarised under the term 
entrepreneurial skills and which are not 
taught in classical vocational and academic 
training. This is a serious gap in education 

The GreenTecLab project focuses on non-in-
novation intensive regions in Europe. These 
are often rural regions with poor access to 
inno vation, but also regions where climate-
damaging sectors are economically very suc-
cessful and where it is important to build 
networks to enable sustainability oriented 
transformations. The project has shown that 
the transformative potential of startups can 
only unfold and evolve if the framework con-
ditions are suitable. Suitable conditions and 
solutions are identified in the course of the 
text.  
 
Green startups also have enormous econo-
mic potential for local environments, as they 
are startups in future markets (Fichter, & Ol-
teanu, 2021)). This economic potential is ex-
tremely important for the acceptance of the 
new solutions and the motivation of existing 
enterprises to collaborate with the startups 
and also to reorient their own processes. For 
many actors, economic success is the decisive 
argument that can convince them to break 
new ground. Startups thus become drivers of 
the transformation of the local economy. 
 
Challenges faced by green startups 
The aim of the GreenTecLab project is to deve-
lop the described potential of green startups 
as a transition engine in non-innovation-ori-
ented regions. Some of the implementing re-
gions are far removed from the innovation 
scene in Europe’s metropolises; on the other 
hand, there are o!en traditional sectors in 
these regions that are economically successful, 
but at the same time severely compromise 
ecological and also social sustainability. So in 
all three project countries a reorientation of 
agriculture and food production, but also of 
the construction and building sector, and sub-
sequently of the energy sector, is urgently nee-
ded. In the area of services, the tourism sector 
in Spain and Greece in particular needs a cul-
tural turnaround. In all these areas, sustainable 
business ideas for innovative services and pro-
ducts have been and are being developed in 
the project that anchor transition-oriented so-
lutions in the local environments. The project 
accompanies and supports the potential foun-
ders in the development of their ideas. In the 
process, challenges have emerged that require 
overarching approaches. These challenges can 
be divided into three clusters. 
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for international knowledge transfer and 
local collaboration with regard to the trans -
for mation of the region could contribute to 
guaran teeing the connectivity of all European 
regions, even outside the metropolises, to 
inno vation-oriented transition movements. 
They would help to provide young people in 
particular with access to technical and social 
innovations in local environments (for exam-
ple through best practices, but also through 
workshops on new technologies).  
 
They would involve relevant stakeholders 
and actors through participatory methods 
and innovative approaches to reconciling in-
terests and conflict management. Transfer 
Spaces would help to establish “Green Tran-
sition Eco-Systems”, to institutionalize social 
collaboration in the local environments and 
to implement innovative solutions and tech-
nologies.  
 
Education is a pivotal element in greening 
economies and societies. In order to bridge 
the skills gap that green and especially green-
tec startups are confronted with, new con-
cepts are needed, especially in vocational 
training. Teacher education for competence 
in sustainable development and curriculas 
which upgrade new skills to new occupati-
ons, which involve innovative green techno-
logies and transversal topics can be designed 
in international cooperation for VET. Also in 
the field of VET knowledge and experience 
transfer is needed. Another important aspect 
in this context is the attractiveness of vocatio-
nal training in the three project countries. In 
new and existing companies in the green 
economy, it is above all vocationally quali-
fied experts who are lacking. Greening can 
serve as a selling factor here. Green VET helps 
to re define professions, it is an incentive and 
an opportunity to reposition VET and offer 
new careers to young people. For this, pro -
grammes need to be developed that inform 
about new green professions already at 
school, that show new careers beyond tra -
ditional job profiles and also motivate entre -
preneurial activities.   

Education is also a key to building a sustaina-
bility culture. Sustainability cultures must be 
holistic and involve all sectors of society and 
all relevant actors. It is about generating a 
new understanding for the use of resources, 
for economic processes and for social co -
existence. Educational activities must sup-
port all social groups in building skills and 
knowledge for this change. At the local level, 
scenarios should be jointly developed that 
allow all social actors to contribute and rea-
lise their own ideas for a sustainable future. 
Green eco-systems should be designed in a 
participatory way in order to foster a new cul-
ture in the exchange of stakeholders and also 
in the exchange between stakeholders and 
civil society. 
 
Startups can contribute to this process by in-
volving users in local environments in the de-
velopment of their service or product and by 
setting accents for a culture of sustainability. 
In this participatory development process, 
users contribute not only their needs but also 
ideas for solutions.  
 
Service development also plays an important 
role in building local green eco-systems and 
sustainability cultures. Services can help to 
reduce barriers in the use of innovative green 
technology. They can increase the natural-
ness of using these technologies and moti-
vate people to use them.  
 
The solution ideas developed in the project 
form the basis for new spin-off projects and 
activities of the consortium. In our view, 
GreenTecLab has shown that the potential of 
startups for a holistic green transition of local 
environments, especially in structurally weak 
and rural regions, is not yet sufficiently exploi-
ted. In our view, there is still a lot to do.
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