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ABSTRACT 

The SDGs are seen as a unique opportunity to raise awareness among the political 

institutions and the public about the contribution of a sustainable economy to a country's 

development. One can clearly state that the 2030 Agenda and the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals have made their way into the strategies and positions of political 

decision-makers and institutions.  

However, it can be said that the SDGs are not yet present to the majority of individual 

citizen, which is due to the fact that the 2030 Agenda has not been sufficiently promoted 

so far and often lacks a link between sustainability projects and the SDGs. To raise 

awareness about the goals of the 2030 Agenda one must strengthen the support 

mechanism and its actors in order to motivate and inform startup entrepreneurs to 

implement sustainable practices and thus create awareness for sustainability.  

A qualitative data analysis in the form of in-depth interviews has been identified as an 

appropriate tool to reveal and contest how well the existing support mechanisms are 

equipped to guide startups in implementing the SDGs in Austria. The interviews were 

carried out throughout spring 2021 and accordingly analyzed based on the conceptual 

framework. The interviews revealed some discrepancy between the participants. Whilst 

the majority of interviewees considered the SDGs as important, only some entrepreneurs 

perceived them as a guiding principle and implemented sustainable practices. 

This thesis provides the reader with novel insights into how diverse supporting actors 

influence the implementation of SDGs within startups in Austria. This information will 

be used to highlight potential points of improvement to best support startups in the 

implementation of the SDGs. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

On 1 January 2016 the United Nations officially announced the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (United Nations, n.D.). These represent a framework of goals to be 

implemented into national policies within the member countries of the United Nations 

which should serve to secure sustainable development on an economic, social, and 

ecological level worldwide (United Nations, 2021). The overall international strategy is 

the Agenda 2030.  

The 2030 Agenda which aims to implement the 17 sustainable development goals, were 

signed by the government of the 193 UN member states (WWF Österreich, 2015). 

According to Cavalcanti (2018) startups as well as companies play a key role in the 

implementation of the SDGs. Now one might ask themselves how small companies as 

startups can have such an impact on the implementation of the SDGs. Startups are one of 

the main drivers of innovation and solve problems that are underserviced. This is where 

the Sustainable Development Goals come into play, as they offer a wide variety of 

problems that are underserviced and that can be targeted by startups. Startups address 

these issues in a new, innovative, and incremental way (Järvilehto, 2020).  

On the one side, the SDGs provide an overview of the global challenges. On the other 

side, they showcase the opportunities that business can take advantage of. Furthermore, 

the SDGs can be used in order to achieve risk minimization (Lyytimäki, et al., 2019). 

This can be done for example by evaluating the SDGs in terms of the threats and 

opportunities that each goal might bring to the startup. Thus, one can say that in order for 

startups to operate successfully and resiliently, they must integrate one of the 17 SDGs 

into the corporate strategy (United Nations, 2019). The priority and potential of the SDGs 

are already being acknowledged by an increasing number of companies. (Neufeld, 2021). 

These objectives and goals are in one way or another interconnected and will only be 

accomplished through a concerted approach by policymakers, corporations, and society 

at large.  (Neufeld, 2021).  

The startups should be aware that they can only be successful in the long run if the 

solution to the SDGs and the sustainable matters is part of the corporate strategy (Deloitte, 
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2017). To incorporate this sustainable orientation into the business strategy, the SDGs 

provide the main guideline, supported by the 169 sub-goals. 

Cavalcanti (2018) mentioned that “Resources to support such startups through different 

phases of growth startups can create break-through solutions that have tremendous impact 

in the society and on the environment”. These resources can be provided by different 

actors and stakeholders determined as support mechanisms. The support mechanisms can 

provide financial resources and a network of partnership and enhance the sharing of 

technologies.  

According to Butcher (2020) Vienna has emerged as a European startup hub due to 

several initiatives such as new accelerator programs and the government’s startup 

program. However, since the release of the progress report in late 2020, Austria has been 

criticized due to its low commitment in the implementation of the SDGs (Wiener Zeitung, 

2020). One of these critics was that the Federal Government failed to link the 

aforementioned Agenda 2030 with concrete measures in the 2017-2022 government 

program (Obrovsky, 2019). Additionally, it was criticized that there is a lack of 

coordination of implementation or steering of a coherent all-Austrian implementation 

(Obrovsky, 2019).  

Perceiving such criticism provides the Austrian government with additional reasons as to 

why research into the field of enhancing the implementation of the Sustainable 

Development Goals. Startups and organizations can use the release of the progress report 

as a turning point for stronger implementation of the 2030 Agenda.  

Finally, the goal of this Master Thesis is to provide the reader with valuable data, that 

may reveal new insights about support mechanisms and their effectiveness within 

Austria. Moreover, the research may contribute towards the collection of valuable data 

which may lead to further insides on how to enhance and improve the support 

mechanisms of the member states of the European Union.  

Having a qualitative approach in the thesis will enable detailed information about the 

interviewee’s thoughts and perspective. It is expected that the results of this thesis allows 

different stakeholders a new view on how the support mechanisms can be adapted to best 

support startups in the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
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The ultimate goals of thesis will be to answer and elaborate on the central research 

question of this thesis which has been determined as:  

How well are the existing support mechanisms equipped to guide startups in 

implementing the SDGs? 

To guide the research, the following sub-research questions where established: 

1. How well known are the SDGs in Austria and especially in the startup 

environment? 

2. Do the SDGs provide a guiding principle for new business areas and models? 

3. How effective are these support mechanisms? 

4. What framework conditions would have to change for companies to consistently 

focus on future viability and their business models on sustainability? 

To most effectively answer the guiding questions above, the thesis will provide an 

understanding of the key concepts in a literature review. These would be the Sustainable 

Development Goals and the Agenda 2030 with insights into greenwashing, disincentives, 

criticisms, and limitations as well as sustainability as a whole. Following, the thesis will 

provide an understanding of startups, their ecosystems, and phases, with a small deep 

dive into entrepreneurship. Correspondingly the support mechanisms that assist startups 

in achieving the SDGs will also be explored. The literature review will be followed by an 

explanation of the prevailing methodology, a qualitative content analysis using semi 

structured interviews to analyze and evaluate the research questions.  
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

To answer the research question on how well the existing support mechanisms are 

equipped to guide startups in implementing the SDGs in Austria, three key terms are 

defined as a first step in the following theoretical part of the thesis. Building on this, a 

conceptual framework will be developed that identifies how the support mechanisms 

within Austria assist the startups.  

The three key terms Sustainable Development Goals, startups and support mechanisms 

are to be defined using current literature and statistical information. The definitions begin 

with the Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals, followed by a definition 

of what a startup is. Finally, the support mechanisms will be elaborated on. 

2.1 Agenda 2030 

On the 25th of September 2015 the Sustainable Development Goals were adopted and set 

by the United Nations and agreed upon by all 193 countries (United Nations, 2015). The 

SDGs consist of seventeen universal and interlinked goals with the aim of “a world free 

of poverty, hunger, disease and want, where all life can thrive” (United Nations, 2015). 

They are all about a transformation towards global, sustainable development for People, 

Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership (Sacling Up Nutrition, 2015). The aim of the 

UN is to achieve these goals by 2030.  

The seventeen sustainable development goals are as follows (Report of the Inter-Agency 

and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016) : 

1) “End poverty in all its forms everywhere” (Report of the Inter-Agency and 

Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 15) 

2) “End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote 

sustainable agriculture” (Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on 

Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 16) 

3) “Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages” (Report of the 

Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 

2016, p. 17) 
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4) “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all” (Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on 

Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 19) 

5) “Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls” (Report of the 

Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 

2016, p. 21) 

6) “Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all” 

(Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development 

Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 22) 

7) “Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all” 

(Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development 

Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 23) 

8) “Promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment and decent work for all” (Report of the Inter-Agency 

and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 23) 

9) “Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation” (Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert 

Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 25) 

10) “Reduce inequality within and among countries” (Report of the Inter-Agency 

and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 26) 

11) “Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable” 

(Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development 

Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 27) 

12) “Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns” (Report of the Inter-

Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, 

p. 28) 

13) “Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts” (Report of the 

Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 

2016, p. 30) 

14) “Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources for 

sustainable development” (Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on 

Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 30) 

15) “Protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land 
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degradation and halt biodiversity loss” (Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert 

Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 32) 

16) “Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide 

access to justice for all and build effective, accountable, and inclusive 

institutions at all levels” (Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on 

Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 34) 

17) “Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership 

for Sustainable Development” (Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on 

Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 35) 

The sustainability challenges to which companies can contribute, are listed in an easily 

accessible manner, and have clearly formulated goals. The SGDs should be understood 

in the sense of entrepreneurship, which is used for the development of companies and 

startups and not as a specification that must be achieved. 

Furthermore, the Paris Agreement must be mentioned within this context (Denchak, 

2021). Both the Paris Agreement and the Sustainable Development Goals were adopted 

in 2015 and represent a universal vision in terms of sustainable matters. However, one 

can say that the Paris Agreement is particularly focused on climate change, whereas the 

SDGs rather represent an overall sustainable agenda (Denchak, 2021). Therefore, for the 

purpose of the thesis only the Sustainable Development Goals will be taken into 

consideration. 

The goals deal equally with social, ecological, and economic challenges. These should 

enable future generations to live on planet earth as well and make the current generation 

think about their impact. Each goal has a certain number of sub-goals, which sum up to a 

total of 169 goals. The SDGs from the United Nations call for joint solutions to global 

challenges. Moreover, they offer companies a prosperity of innovation potential and 

access to new markets. 

According to the United Nations Development Program (2017), there is no one institution 

that can enhance and tackle all the SDGs, but it is the combination of several institutions 

and their ability to work in coherence which defines whether a country is able to promote 

the implementation of the SDGs. Therefore, it is crucial to bring in all stakeholders, 
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including the support of the government to successfully implement and achieve the 

sustainable development goals.   

Having established a simple context of the Agenda 2030, in order to explain the 

complexity of the SDGs for the further understanding of this thesis, the previously created 

Millennium Development Goals are discussed in this chapter. Afterwards, the SDGs in 

the startup scene will be analyzed and the impact of startups on the SDGs will be 

discussed. Critical issues such as greenwashing and criticism as well as limitations in 

relation to the SDGs must also be discussed and the SDGs addressed and analyzed in the 

context of this thesis, Austria. 

2.1.1 Bridge from Millennium Development Goals to Sustainable Development 

Goals 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were developed in 2000 and signed by 189 

countries, who wanted to achieve a set of eight measurable goals (SDG Fund, n.D.).  

The eight millennium development goals were as follows (Way, 2015): 

1) “Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger” (Way, 2015, p.4) 

2) “Achieve universal primary education” (Way, 2015, p.4) 

3) “Promote gender equality and empower women” (Way, 2015, p.5) 

4) “Reduce child mortality” (Way, 2015, p.5) 

5) “Improve maternal health” (Way, 2015, p.6) 

6) “Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases” (Way, 2015, p.6) 

7) “Ensure environmental sustainability” (Way, 2015, p.7) 

8) “Develop a global partnership for development” (Way, 2015, p.7) 

These goals were supposed to be achieved by the year 2015. In 2010 at the end of the 

MDG summit clear success yet also defeats had to be admitted (Bundesministerium für 

wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, 2021). There was an evident progress 

made in reducing poverty in Asia and North Africa which gave cause for joy 

(Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung, 2021). 

Especially for the less developed countries it was more difficult to achieve the goals 

(Fehling, Nelson, & Venkatapuram, 2013). In addition to this, the MDGs have been 
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criticized due to the extremely low global and public participation (Honniball & Spijkers, 

2014). 

Nevertheless, there have been several achievements in the aftermath (United Nations 

Development Programme, 2021):   

• More than 1 billion people have been lifted out of extreme poverty  

• Child mortality dropped by more than half  

• The number of out of school children has dropped by more than half  

• HIV/AIDS infections fell by almost 40 percent  

Source: United Nations Development Programme, 2021 

After the 15 years had passed, the Millennium Development Goals had to be adjusted and 

therefore the Sustainable Development Goals were established. While the MDGs were 

directed more towards developing countries, the SDGs had been established for all 

countries and their governments, organizations, businesses and all the people of the world 

to recognize, understand and implement as relevant (Quality Austria, 2019). The 17 SDGs 

replaced the 8 Millennium Development Goals, which focused on solving social 

challenges (United Nations Development Programme, 2021). A key difference between 

the SDGs and the MDGs is their universal validity and applicability (Oelsner, 2016). 

Every EU country is therefore facing new challenges and must develop a national strategy 

for the implementation of the sustainability goals (Kumar, Vivekadhish, & Kumar, 2016). 

2.1.2 SDGs and Startups 

The SDGs represent the central global challenges of this century and thus asks for all 

social actors and stakeholders to counter these (Bayrisches Landesamt für Umwelt, 2020). 

Thus, it is also the task of companies and startups. At the same time, they offer startups a 

guide for strategic development and sustainable positioning.  

The United Nations SDGs serve as a common guide for companies and startups to align 

their goals and activities with sustainable development. As the SDGs target at all United 

Nations member states, including all their stakeholders, there is no specific guide for 

companies and startups within the 2030 Agenda. However, guides such as the Why, When 

and How Guide for Business, by Mazzoni (2017), provide a framework for both startups 
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and large companies in order for them to get involved in the implementation of the SDGs. 

These guides and frameworks will be elaborated on in a later stage of this thesis.  

Depending on different factors such as the industry or business model startups are 

exposed to different risks (Scheerer, 2020). These risks vary from financial or competitive 

risks over to environmental, political, and economic risk. However, they are also able 

take advantage of different opportunities. For instance, the United Nations Global 

Compact states that the main aim of the SDGs is to guide startups companies in way 

which shows what expectations external stakeholders have in terms of sustainable matters 

(Scheerer, 2020). 

According to the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2020): 

“MSMEs play an important role in the wider eco-system of firms. Start-ups and 

young firms, which are generally small or micro firms, are the primary source of 

net job creation in many countries and are the driving force of innovation and 

sustainability in the private sector.” (p. 3) 

A study from Global Compact and Accenture showed that almost nine out of ten CEOs, 

which is about 87 percent, see the SDGs as an opportunity to rethink their approach to 

creating sustainable value for their business and their customers (Steinert, 2017). 

According to Lise Kingo who is the Executive Director of the United Nations Global 

Compact, the “CEOs are accepting a mandate for radical action and see a window of 

opportunity for transformation” (as cited in Business Art, 2016, own translation). The 

continued study from Accenture and Global Compact showed that in 2019, already 48 

percent of the CEOs which were interviewed, said that are implementing sustainability 

into their operations (Lacy & Long, 2019) According to Lacy & Long (2019), 

“challenging decade ahead in light of geopolitical, technological and socioeconomic 

uncertainty” and “stakeholder expectations” are driving ventures and their leaders to be 

more active in terms of the sustainability agenda. This shows that sustainable thinking 

and the sustainable development goals are increasingly gaining importance in the 

formation of companies and in the way that companies work.  
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2.1.2.1 Individual Sustainable Development Goals 

At the outset, it should be mentioned that not all seventeen SDGs are equally important 

for all companies and startups. Sarah Bostwick, a former manager of reporting for the 

U.N. Global Compact stated that “There is no company that is working on all 17 SDGs, 

and that’s not what they’re meant for” (Mazzoni, 2017, p.6). However, one can say that 

for all stakeholders, the sustainable development goal 17 generally applies as the 

overarching goal. This goal says “Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize 

the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development” (United Nations, 2015, p.14). All 

companies and startups can work together with all their stakeholders to realize this goal.  

Subsequently it is equally important to take a closer look at the other SDGs, including the 

169 sub-goals and to assess their relevance for the company or startup. This can be done 

by using for example either the SDG Compass or the SDG industry matrix (Jandeisek, 

Kannenberg, Moehrer, & Appiah, 2016). It is important to note that the individual SDGs 

should not be viewed in isolation, but in the overall context, because they and the 

possibility of achieving them are directly or indirectly interdependent. 

PricewaterhouseCoopers conducted a survey from 2017 to 2018 on the prioritization of 

the sustainable development goals (Cordova & Celone, 2019). The survey made a 

distinction between citizens and business in terms of the prioritization (Cordova & 

Celone, 2019). The results of the survey can be seen in the figure 1.  
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Figure 1: Prioritization of SDGs according to PWC (as cited in Cordova & Celone, 2019) 

Figure 1 clearly shows that businesses are interested in some SDGs more than in others, 

compared to the citizens. Whereas the citizens tend to focus more on the first SDGs 

concerned with hunger, health and diversity, business are viewed to focus on the 

economic factors such as economic growth and infrastructure resilience. One can see that 

the Sustainable Development Goal 9 (Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and 

sustainable industrialization and foster innovation) is in the top five SDGs in terms of the 

importance for industries. 

However, there are several sustainable development goals which may be easier to target 

for companies and startups. According to Cordova & Celone (2019) the sustainable 

development goals 5, 7, 8, 9, 12 and 13 are the most essential on an organizational level. 

Additional they mention that: „… stakeholders are differently interested in SDGs: citizens 

prefer aspects related to poverty and hunger (SDG 1, SDG 2), companies to profit and 

savings aspects (SDG 8)“ (Cordova & Celone, 2019, p.9) which is supported by the data 

seen in Figure 1. 

Another interesting model is that of the Stockholm Resilience Centre’s SDGs “wedding 

cake” which displays the Sustainable Development Goals in three dimensions (Startup 

Valley, 2020).  
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Figure 2: The Stockholm Resilience Centre’s SDGs “wedding cake” (Startup Valley, 2020) 

As seen in the Figure 2, the Sustainable Development Goals can be categorized into three 

main groups. These groups are Economy, Society and Biosphere. Especially interesting 

for companies are the SDGs affecting the Economy, being Goals 8, 9, 10 and 12. 

According to Pretlove & Blasiak (2018, p.8), the factors act “towards industry, innovation 

and infrastructure; reduced inequalities; responsible consumption and production; and 

decent work and economic growth that is decoupled from environmental degradation”. 

The sections below will elaborate on the sustainable development goals which are 

especially interesting to companies and ventures mentioned above.  

2.1.2.1.1 Sustainable Development Goal 5 

Companies have an influence on the sustainable development goal 5 which says: 

“Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls” (United Nations, 2015, 

p.14). This includes ending discrimination against women and girls, equal opportunities 

also in leadership roles, and ending the gender pay gap. According to Player, Randsley 

de Moura, Leite, Abrams, & Tresh (2019), the proportion of women in leadership 

positions in business, politics and science is still too low. Ventures can have a fairly large 

impact on this goal, as they can promote the number of women working in their 
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companies and balance the number of women in management positions and adjust 

renumeration ratios of women to men. 

2.1.2.1.2 Sustainable Development Goal 8 

The sustainable development goal 8 calls for a “…sustained, inclusive and sustainable 

economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all” (United 

Nations, 2015, p.14) and is therefore addressed at all economic stakeholders and players. 

Sustainable economic growth creates jobs on the one hand and is the basis for an efficient 

welfare state on the other hand (Bundesregierung Deutschland, 2019). It is about using 

resources sparingly and not living at the expense of future generations (Bundesregierung 

Deutschland, 2019). Therefore, it is important to align the economic performance in an 

environmentally compatible way.  

2.1.2.1.3 Sustainable Development Goal 9 

Another sustainable development goal that is especially import for small businesses and 

startups is goal 9. This goal addresses to: “Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive 

and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation” (United Nations, 2015, p.14). As 

innovation plays a predominant role in this phase of the company Cordova & Celone 

(2019, p.8) state that „... in the industrial context, innovation appears as a fundamental 

driver for the pursuit of SDGs at every stage“. According to Ali et al. (2018, p.3) 

“Infrastructure and industry innovations are considered the backbone of economics for 

sustainable development”. Cordova & Celone (2019) argue that that startups and 

companies can link the concept of innovation to each sustainable development goal. 

Furthermore, they argue that this goal helps startups from the initial idea stage to the 

development stage with measurable indicators, as it promotes innovation (Cordova & 

Celone, 2019). With the help of innovation, businesses are intended to provide creative 

approaches to matters such as sustainable business practices, climate and resource 

protection, and social challenges. 

2.1.2.1.4 Sustainable Development Goal 12 

From an economic perspective, sustainable development goal 12 is probably the most 

important. The goal has the aim of ensuring “sustainable consumption and production 

patterns” (United Nations, 2015, p.14). Companies that produce goods must deal with 



SUPPORT MECHANISMS FOR AUSTRIAN STARTUPS IN ACHIEVING THE UNITED NATION SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 
 

 

 

14 

sustainable production and efficiently use the natural resources accordingly. Furthermore, 

it is crucial that waste must be counteracted. An example for this would be the circular 

economy as well as sustainable management. As an intermediary between manufacturers 

and consumers, the retail sector can work in both directions toward goods that are 

produced and used as sustainably as possible. 

2.1.2.1.5 Sustainable Development Goal 17 

As mentioned previously the sustainable development goal 17 aims at the collective 

responsibility to bring all people along on the path to sustainable development (United 

Nations, 2015). The Report on the Implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals 

from the Austrian Federal Chancellery (2020) mentioned that especially the social 

partners have a critical role when it comes to the implementation of the SDGs when 

talking about the social and economic dimensions. This objective is particularly important 

for companies operating in developing countries, as here, for example, the aim is to 

prevent multinational companies from relocating their profits and thus their tax liability 

(Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung, 2020). 

2.1.3 Impact and implications of Startups on the SDGs 

After establishing the relation of the SDGs to startups, it is essential to identify the impact 

as well as the implications of startups on the SDGs. The SDGs represent a grand vision 

that cannot be implemented without the commitment of startups and companies. 

However, it is important to mention that the commitment to the SDGs is still voluntary, 

as all ventures can decide for themselves whether they want to pursue one, several or no 

goals.  

Järvilehto (2020) argues that one of the main causes for startups to fail is that the 

entrepreneurs are not able to find a problem that is significant enough for a majority of 

people. Conversely the solution to this problem is obvious: the 17 sustainable 

development goals with their 169 sub targets. According to Neubauer & Calame (2018), 

the core issues that are addressed by the SDGs are in the field of “agriculture, 

environment, health, urban and rural development, transportation, energy and social 

issues”. Hence, the SDGs provide the startups with a variety of underserved problems.  
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According to Järvilehto (2020) “… startups and the brainpower of the often-young 

entrepreneurs driving them present a tremendous opportunity to solve meaningful global 

problems”. At the same time, Dermot (2019) argues that “… innovative companies can 

be new entrants that serve previously unmet needs” but at the same time “… are those 

that introduce revolutionary solutions to relevant issues”. Hence, startups can target the 

underserved problems that are formulated in the objectives of the SDGs.  

Startups play a key role in implementing the SDGs within a country, as they can enhance 

innovative entrepreneurship for sustainable development (UNECE, 2016). It is argued 

that “while large, established companies account for significant spending and 

employment in research and development, truly path-breaking, disruptive innovation 

often comes from newly created start-up companies.” (UNECE, 2016). This shows that 

startups have the capabilities to create innovative solutions to challenges around 

sustainable development.  

The SDGs call for an active participation of various startups and demand not only their 

creativity but also their innovation in order to create value for the common good. This 

includes, for example, reducing poverty, enhancing quality education, and protecting life 

on land and underwater. However, startups do not necessarily look at problem such as 

poverty and climate change and “think about the many obstacles they will face in solving 

them or the massive quantity of time required to solve them”, but they rather “look at how 

attainable the transformational ideas are, then they will give their blood and soul to work 

on their Minimum Viable Product” (AIC Raise, 2020). Therefore, one can say that 

sustainable development depends on innovative and competitive startups.  

2.1.4 SDG Greenwashing  

Although the previous chapters have created a rather positive outlook on SDGs, negative 

aspects such as Greenwashing arise within the discussion of the goals as well. More and 

more companies are advertising themselves or their products and services with green 

promises that, on closer inspection, turn out to be a hoax (Hessenmagazin, 2021). Instead 

of acting sustainably, companies hope to make a bigger profit through greenwashing. 

Greenwashing can be defined as a strategy with which actors seek to create an image of 

ecological responsibility through the targeted dissemination of disinformation (Jong, 

Huluba, & Beldad, 2019, p. 41-43). The information is false in that the relevant 
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environmental criteria are not comprehensively fulfilled. In terms of the SDGs, one could 

give it the name of SDG greenwashing  (Jong, Huluba, & Beldad, 2019). 

According to Becker-Olsen & Potucek (2013, p.47), “Greenwashing refers to the practice 

of falsely promoting an organization’s environmental efforts or spending more resources 

to promote the organization as green than are spent to actually engage in environmentally 

sound practices”. In the literature by Delmas and Burbano (2011, p.64) the term 

greenwashing is defined as misinforming the customers regarding the environmental 

practices that the organizations undertake as well as of a product or service.  

Beldad et al. (2019, p. 39) argue that “various studies have shown that greenwashing is a 

widespread phenomenon”. This has increased trust problems among the stakeholders. 

Netto et al. (2020, p. 2) claim that there are problems for customers to recognize “true 

green claims from companies”. Research and studies additionally identify that if 

consumers discover that a company is greenwashing, that this has a significant damaging 

influence on their behavior and intentions towards the company (Beldad, Huluba, & Jong, 

2019, p.40). 

In terms of the sustainable development goals Vives (2019) states: 

“… some firms report actions that supposedly contribute to their achievement that 

are either unrelated, will have minimal impact or are part of their regular activities. 

Others are using their organization’s support for the SDGs to sell their products, 

misleading the public as to their company’s actual impact on sustainable 

development.” 

The problem that Vives (2019) mentions is that the 17 SDGs and their 169 corresponding 

goals are formulated so all that companies can theoretically claim that any of their actions 

and strategies contribute to the achievement of the sustainable development goals. 

Furthermore, the SDGs may cause the companies to report on actions that have already 

be implemented, rather than implementing new actions to help achieve the SDGs. This 

causes discrepancies between what is reported and what actions have been taken (Vives, 

2019).   

According to Vives (2019) a company must be able to answer the following five questions 

with yes in order for their SDG measures to be legitimate: 
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“1. Is this action incremental (done because of the SDGs)?  

  2. Is it material (transformative, not just petty things)?  

  3. Is it contextual (part of the company’s strategy)?  

  4. Does it have a measurable impact?  

  5. Most importantly, is it sustainable over time or just a sporadic, one-time 

action?” 

Source: Vives, 2019 

These questions can be used by companies and startups to evaluate their contribution to 

the SDGs.  

According to Morgenstern (2020, own translation) “only 12 percent of companies have 

integrated the SDGs into their target system after around three years”. In this context it is 

often criticized that the companies, in the case of the thesis the startups, will solely 

implement the goals to promote their image despite that they did not implement these into 

their business holistically (Morgenstern, 2020). Correspondingly a study by Dowd (2018) 

on the implementation of the SDGS within business, found that ”just over half of the 602 

respondents stated their company is using the SDGs as a reporting and communications 

framework“. 

Adding to this, it is imperative for governments and other actors such as investors to 

check if startups contribute to greenwashing. Stahlberg Nordegren, the founder of a 

Swedish start-up that works to reduce food waste, stated that “No one has ever checked 

if what we say is true or not,” (as cited in Billing, 2020). This highlights the problem that 

there is too little monitoring in terms of how green and sustainable startups really address 

the stated problems. However, it must be said that any steps that a company takes in order 

to be sustainable is a step in the right direction. Therefore, it is crucial to find out if 

startups think that greenwashing is a problem and what their standpoint towards this topic 

is.  

2.1.5 Disincentive 

Although the SDGs might be of benefit for startups and the economy, there might be a 

few reasons disincentives for entrepreneurs to not implement the SDGs into their 

businesses. The first disincentive for startups is that they may not have the capacities and 
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resources to invest into sustainable matters. According to Tulder & Zanten (2018), 

companies do not contribute to the implementation of the SDGs because they are too 

engaged and occupied with their day-to-day activities. This statement is supported by 

Dalum (2019), who states that “Most companies prioritize development but many 

struggle with lack of time and resources”.   

However, it must be mentioned that startups that decide to promote the SDGs should 

focus on what they can achieve and where they can have the greatest impact. This requires 

prioritizing the SDGs in terms of their own business model. Focusing on a few SDGs or 

even just one is important to develop a good concept for the overall implementation. Even 

if all topics are important, no startup or company can address all of them at the same time.  

According to McGuire (2021) startups may struggle investing time and financial 

resources into sustainable matters and the SDGs. He argues that startups oftentimes have 

limited resources in terms on money and employees and hence do not prioritize the SDGs 

(McGuire, 2021).  

However, it must be mentioned that companies must develop into the direction of 

sustainability to stay competitive. Although working towards the SDGs may be time 

consuming, companies can draw a great benefit from it. Hence one can say that t (Dalum, 

2019). 

Another disincentive for startups could be that sustainability may not be profitable in the 

short term and cost money. As Frazee (2019) states “Shifting business practices to be 

more environmentally-friendly can be expensive, at least in up-front costs, which makes 

businesses averse to making necessary changes”. This can be a disincentive, especially 

for startups, as they need the money in the first stages to grow and capture the market. 

However, it must be said that most sustainable actions in a business oftentimes profitavle 

in the long-run (Frazee, 2019). Furthermore, as sustainable startups may be viewed as 

riskier by investors, they oftentimes have their ratings devalued (Horky, 2020).  

To conclude the topic of disincentive, the literature identifies that there are multiple 

obstacles that potentially come into the way of an entrepreneur implementing sustainable 

development into their startup. 
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2.1.6 Criticism & Limitations of the Sustainable Development Goals 

Corresponding to the chapter above, SDGs are not always linked to positive aspects. It is 

important to note that companies and startups might run the risk of achieving one goal at 

the expense of another goal, referring to the term tradeoff. Filser et al. (2019) mention 

that the sustainable development goals could have negative results on other goals. This 

could for example be Goal 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and Goal 1 (No 

Poverty), negatively impacting Goal 13 (Climate Action) as this may increase production 

and consumption which are considered as less sustainable. This trade-off is shows in 

figure 3 below. 

 

Figure 3: SDG trade-offs According to (Filser, Kraus, Roig-Tierno, Kailer, & Fischer, 2019) 

Trade-offs should however be seen as suggestions for a constructive and solution-oriented 

debate. Accordingly, it is increasingly necessary to develop a greater awareness of the 

need to identify conflicting goals as early as possible and to promote conflict resolution 

in the interests of sustainable development, regardless of the levels of implementation or 

the areas of society. Therefore, one can say that it is important to break down the 

complexity of the SDGs to make them interesting to the general public. 

Veglio (2020) stated that:  

“Although significant progress has been made in recent years, we are not yet on 

the cusp of the wholescale transformation of economies, societies and business 

models that is needed. We cannot yet see a clear path to bringing about a 
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sustainable world at the rate or scale required, even though we have a much better 

idea today of what needs to be done than we did 10 years ago.” 

Subsequently, the question might arise: How can startups and companies help to achieve 

the sustainable development goals and what role do the support mechanisms play?  

Another criticism towards the sustainable development goals has been found in terms of 

measuring the impact. It has proven to be difficult to measure and track the progress that 

has been made concerning the SDGs. According to Swain & Yang-Wallentin (2019) the 

169 sub-targets make it even more difficult to manage and supervise the progress of the 

goals (p. 97).  

2.1.7 Sustainability and the Sustainable Development Goals in Austria 

Having established a profound understanding of the origin of the SDGs, their relation and 

implication in connection with startups, as well as the negative aspects and limitations it 

is essential to view the SDGs in the setting of the thesis: Austria.  

The European Environment Agency (2020) argued that Austria is paying special attention 

to the SDGs 2, 6, 7, 13 and 15. In 2020, Austria presented its first voluntary progress 

report on the implementation of the UN Sustainable Development Goals at the UN forum 

in New York (Der Standard, 2020). It has also been found, that “while the Austrian 

government [spoke] of "positive progress" of "positive progress" on 80 percent of the 

indicators assessed, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have criticized "low 

commitment" to implementation in the past” (Der Standard, 2020). 

According to the progress report, the biggest challenges lie in the gender pay gap and in 

the high energy consumption. This means that Goals 5 and 7 are the ones that Austria 

must pay special attention to.  
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Figure 4: SDG progress in Austria & level comparison (Kammer für Arbeiter und Angestellte für Wien, 2020) 

Figure 4 displays a matrix which shows the advancements of the SDGs in Austria in 

comparison to other EU countries. Despite the criticism mentioned above, the diagram 

clearly shows that Austria is progressing to the higher end of the range and thus to a 

higher extent than other EU countries for 14 of the SDGs with only 3 SDGs falling into 

a lesser progress or status score. However, there is critic that the progress is oftentimes 

slow in some areas.  

Furthermore, the OECD Development Co-operation Peer Review on Austria in 2020 

stated that Austria is struggling with a lack of awareness on a public and political level 

(OECD, 2020). The OECD (2020) argued that the reason for the lack of awareness was 

that the rollout of the updated strategy for communication and education was to slow and 

that there was a lack of government engagement with vital stakeholders for example the 

private sector (OECD, 2020). Furthermore, it was argued that there have not been any 

changes in the public awareness concerning the SDGs in the recent years (OECD, 2020). 

2.2 Startups 

To analyze and determine the effectiveness of the support mechanisms towards the UN 

SDGs for startups in Austria, one must first define what a startup is and what 

characteristics it has.  
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One can say that the term startup is derived from the term “to start up”, meaning to found 

something, to get something going. According to Blank (2013) a startup is a temporary 

organization with the aim of finding a business model which is scalable and replicable. 

Taking this definition of a startup one can say that a startup is focused on looking for a 

business model, while already established companies have an existing business model 

with the aim of fulfilling this.  

Adding to the definition above, Ries (2011) defined a startup as a venture with the aim of 

creating a new product or service under market conditions of uncertainty.  

Furthermore, Achleitner (2018, own translation) defined a startup as a “young, not yet 

established companies, which are founded to realize an innovative business idea (often in 

the fields of electronic business, communication technology or life sciences) with low 

start-up capital and usually depend very early on obtaining either venture capital or seed 

capital (possibly also through business angels) to expand their business and strengthen 

their capital base”. As a result of seeking "external funds such as venture capital", it is 

necessary for the company to have an exit, in the course of which the investors realize 

their investments (Achleitner, 2018, own translation).  

According to the Federal Association of German Startups a startup is defined by three 

characteristics (Kollmann, Hensellek, Jung, & Kleine-Stegemann, 2019): 

“1. The company is younger than 10 years 

  2. Have a (highly) innovative technology and/or business model 

  3. Own or strive for significant employee- and/or sales-growth" 

Source: Kollmann, Hensellek, Jung, & Kleine-Stegemann, 2019, p. 22, own translation 

The entrepreneur needs to develop a business model, which must be planned and worked 

out precisely. Therefore, one can say that the central point of a startup is the innovative 

business plan in the startup phase. 

In fact, “Only a few startups fulfill the […] requirements for a startup, as they are neither 

based on innovative business ideas nor are they particularly fast-growing" (Was ist ein 

Start-up-Unternehmen, 2020, own translation). Therefore, it is important to differentiate 

startups from small and medium-sized enterprises. SMEs strive for a business model that 

works from the initial stages and that does not demand major capital outlays (Hecht, 
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2017). In addition to this, SMEs don’t aim for a market disruption or growth while 

startups “set out to search for the right business model that scales to enormous heights in 

a massive market” (Hecht, 2017). One can say that SMEs “adopt a widely used business 

concept instead and enter an existing market as retailers, craftsmen, or freelancers“ (Was 

ist ein Start-up-Unternehmen, 2020, own translation).  

From the definitions above, one can say that a startup is clearly defined as a newly 

established business with an innovative business idea. The definition from the Federal 

Association of German Startups will be used accordingly, as it adds measurable factors 

to the definition which will be used for the selection of the startups in the methodological 

part of this thesis.  

In addition to providing a general definition of startups, this chapter also deals with the 

startup ecosystem. It then discusses the different phases of a startup. When talking about 

startups, the term "entrepreneurship" is also frequently encountered, which is why it is 

also covered in this chapter and analyzed in the startup context. Finally, it is essential to 

discuss the various instruments that companies and specifically startups have at their 

disposal in the implementation of the SDGs. 

2.2.1 Startup ecosystem 

To understand the impact of the support mechanisms on the startups in Austria, one must 

understand what a startup ecosystem, also known as entrepreneurial ecosystem, is. 

Therefore, it is crucial to investigate already existing definitions and to put these into the 

context of the SDGs. Below several definitions of startup ecosystem will be listed, which 

will be used for the further course of this thesis: 

• According to Escalfoni et al. (2018) startups ecosystems “are creative 

environments that play an important role in generating innovation and economic 

development” (p. 1, own translation). 

• Cukier et al. (2016) defined a startup ecosystem as “limited region within 30 miles 

(or one hour travel) range, formed by people, their startups, and various types of 

supporting organizations, interacting as a complex system to create new startup 

companies and evolve the existing ones” (p. 1). 
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• The definition given by Stam & van de Ven (2021) states that a startup ecosystem 

“comprises a set of interdependent actors and factors that are governed in such a 

way that they enable productive entrepreneurship” (p. 809).  

• Moore (2020) defined a startup ecosystem as “complex system of entrepreneurs, 

startups, capital providers, Governments and other players who are all interacting 

with one another to help startups within the ecosystem reach their potential”. This 

definition will be crucial in the next chapter, as one must comprehend the roles of 

the different actors within the startup ecosystem.  

The definitions show that a startup ecosystem is defined by all the stakeholders who 

contribute towards the environment. Hence, one can use the definitions of startup 

ecosystem above and create an overall definition suiting the research of this thesis. 

A startup ecosystem can be defined as a creative environment which nurtures the creation 

of new ventures and the evolvement of already existing ones. In this ecosystem, a large 

number of actors have a direct or indirect influence on the development of the startup 

landscape. The startup ecosystem consisting out of several actors and factors which are 

interrelated and interconnected. It is important to highlight the term “interconnected”, as 

the startups within the ecosystem are not able to exist or function without the other 

startups, as they are linked in a relationship that is mutually beneficial. The exchange and 

interaction of all participants is what creates the diversity and ultimately the success of 

the ecosystem. 

The following chapters will thus further identify the various actors in a startup ecosystem 

as well as address the sustainability within the startup ecosystem and provide an 

understanding of the Austrian startup ecosystem. 

2.2.1.1 Actors in the startup ecosystem 

There is no given framework of which actors are influencing a startup ecosystem. Hence, 

it will be important for later chapters to identify the key players with the largest influence 

on startups within the ecosystem. 

According to EU4Digital (2020) Platform a startup ecosystem is supported by actors who: 
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• “play a role in creating an inclusive network of entrepreneurs in the local 

community through running a co-working space, mentoring young entrepreneurs, 

or organising networking events  

• play a role in government and are involved in making the policy that affects 

start- ups  

• play a role in the innovation and entrepreneurship infrastructure and service 

menu“ 

Source: EU4Digital, 2020 

Motoyama & Knowlton (2017), mentioned that the most influential actors within the 

startup ecosystem are “…entrepreneurs, support organizations focusing on 

entrepreneurship, supporting individuals and investors, entrepreneurial events, and 

universities” (p. 19) 

Hence, one can construct a list that comprises all the actors that are involved in the startup 

ecosystem: 

• Founders 

• Investors 

• Venture capital providers 

• Incubators 

• Business angels 

• Mentors 

• Consultants 

• Universities 

• Government 

• Industrial, IT and research companies 

By means of these viewpoints, different actors will be defined and elaborated on in the 

section below, in terms of their impact on the startup ecosystem. These actors are startups, 

educational institutions, funding providers, incubators and accelerator programs, and the 

government.  
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2.2.1.1.1 Startups 

Startups themselves are the most important part of the startup ecosystem. This is 

supported by the fact that they are interrelated and interconnected, mentioned earlier. The 

startups play a major role in the country’s economic growth, due to their innovation and 

disruption.  

2.2.1.1.2 Educational Institutions 

Educational institutions such as schools, universities and colleges must not be disregarded 

as they provide talent, one of the most important assets for the startup ecosystem. On the 

one side educational institutions are a facilitator for knowledge, as students may use the 

knowledge acquired to help startups to spot trends and address challenges. Moreover, 

startups may even be launched by students studying at these educational institutions by 

using the knowledge they acquired during their studies. On the other side they provide a 

pool of human resources for already existing startups. 

Therefore, it may be of importance for startups to work in an ecosystem, in which top 

universities are situated. However, educational institutions are not only important due to 

the talent that they provide but also because of the knowledge creation which can lead to 

innovation. Hence, the educational institutions can be seen as an accelerator for 

knowledge on the SDGs by providing the “necessary knowledge, skills, and mindsets to 

contribute to solving the complex sustainable development challenges” (SDSN 

Secretariat, 2020). This is also called upon the SDGs itself, as the sub goal states that “all 

learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development…”, 

which is crucial to implement the SDGs (SDSN Secretariat, 2020).  

2.2.1.1.3 Funding Providers 

Talent may be important for a startup and the ecosystem around them, however, there is 

no startup without money. Funding providers include angel investors, venture capital 

companies, crowdfunding, various types of loans and grants, bootstrapping and 

government programs. An overview of the main funding providers will be provided 

below. 
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Angel investors and venture capitalists are individuals or companies that invest into 

startups in return for an equity ownership interest (Ganti & Scott, 2020). They do not only 

bring money to the company but also advise, contacts and knowledge.  

Crowdfunding is the action of raising funds through multiple funding providers by using 

crowdfunding platforms such as Kickstarter or Indiegogo. The individuals that give 

money to the startup get some type of reward for their money, which can be one of the 

products provided or equity of the company (Smith & James, 2021). However, to succeed 

in crowdfunding the startups needs a compelling campaign to reach as many investors as 

possible. 

Lastly, loans provide companies with money, which is borrowed over a specific period 

of time. On the one hand this has the benefit that there is no individual involved in how 

to run the business. However, on the other side, a loan will solely provide the startup with 

money and no contacts or strategic advises. 

2.2.1.1.4 Incubators and Accelerator Programs 

Funding providers only provide the money but do not give any guidance on what to do 

with the money (Forrest, 2018). Therefore, Incubators and accelerator programs play an 

important role in the startup ecosystem as well. They provide them with training, 

mentorship, guidance, important partnership, and additional funding. According to Dieye 

(2018), “Recent studies on innovation ecosystems – for example in Nigeria, India and 

China -- found that the existence of incubation and acceleration spaces that are led by 

experienced entrepreneurs is a key factor for the success of new entrepreneurs and a 

thriving ecosystem.” Hence, one can say that incubators and accelerator programs provide 

a supportive environment for the ventures.  

2.2.1.1.5 Government 

An actor that may not be underestimated is the government, as it controls and operates 

the supporting regulations and policies for the environment which the ventures are 

working in. Therefore, one can say that the main task of the government, in terms of the 

ecosystem, is to select the way how it can support and nurture the startup ecosystem 

(Moore, 2020). This can be done on the one hand through policies that are favorable for 

startups and on the other hand by providing the infrastructure that startups need to 
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advance their products and networks. These favorable policies could be tax advantages, 

grants or rewards. Therefore, one can say that the governmental policies and regulations 

have a rather big impact on the startups within the ecosystem (Moore, 2020).  

2.2.1.2 Sustainability in the startup ecosystem 

An understanding of the startup ecosystem does not only benefit investors and startups 

but also the government, as the information can be used to grow the ecosystem and at the 

same time boost the economy. Henceforth, the government and the regulatory framework 

can benefit from this understanding by implementing policies and regulations that 

encourage an entrepreneurial culture.   

The importance of sustainability and the SDGs in conjunction with the startup ecosystem, 

lies in the fact that sustainability is a fundamental principle which guides the society and 

organizations (Chillakuri, Mogili, & Vanka, 2020).  

 

 

Figure 5: Conceptual framework of a sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystem (Chillakuri, Mogili, & Vanka, 2020) 

Figure 5 revives and reflects on the stakeholders and actors of the startup ecosystem. One 

can see that the stakeholders were put into the dimensions of the sustainable development 

goals, being social, economic, and environmental. It is important to mention that these 

three dimensions should be balanced to achieve a sustainable outcome. Therefore, one 

can say that the framework provided by Chillakuri et al. (2020) offers a good overview 
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of how the startup ecosystem interacts with the SDG dimensions. This framework will be 

utilized later in the section about the support mechanisms. 

2.2.1.3 Startup Ecosystem Austria 

According to the Startup Blink (2020), Austria ranks number 28 among 202 countries in 

terms of the strength of the startup ecosystem. The most successful startup ecosystems 

within Austria are in Vienna, Graz, and Salzburg (Startup Blink, 2020). Vienna accounts 

for almost half of all Austrian startups’ formations (Leitner, et. al, 2020) and ranks 

number 1 within Austria and 84 globally (Startup Blink, 2020).  

 

Figure 6: Number of Startups by Location since 2008 (d-maps, 2021) 

Figure 6 shows the distribution of startups within Austria in each state. There are several 

factors which make Austria and especially Vienna an attractive startup ecosystem. One 

can say that Austria offers a lot of potential to startups, not only due to the high quality 

of life and the sustainable costs of living, but also because of its central location within 

Europe (Startup Blink, 2020). In addition to this, Austria and especially Vienna offers a 

high level of education in the area of technology. This statement is supported by (OECD, 

2017a), who states that Austria is providing a “technology-rich environment”. This is also 

the reason why the three most popular industries within the ecosystem are Software and 

Data, Fintech, and Social & Leisure (Startup Blink, 2020).  
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However, according to the Startup Blink (2020) Report on the Rankings in 2020, Austria 

must invest into the momentum of Vienna and at the same time support the other startup 

cities like Graz or Salzburg to provide a beneficial and attractive startup ecosystem.  A 

statistic provided by the Austrian Startup Monitor 2019 offers an insight on the social and 

environmental goals from Austrian founders.  

2.2.2 Entrepreneurship 

Besides the ecosystem and phases of startups it is essential to address entrepreneurship in 

the context of startups. Schumpeter (1934) defined an entrepreneur as an innovative 

individual which introduces new products, services, methods, or organizational forms. 

On the same matter Kawamorita & Salamzadeh (2015) state that “startups are about 

turning ideas into businesses which is a critical point in entrepreneurship studies such as 

new venture creation, value creation, and opportunity recognition, evaluation and 

exploitation”. This is proven by the fact that most entrepreneurship definitions are 

focused on startups, as they are in an early stage of their business (Kawamorita & 

Salamzadeh, 2015). Therefore, they address topics such as “idea, creativity, innovation, 

new product or service development, opportunity, and the like” (Kawamorita & 

Salamzadeh, 2015).  

Hisrich (1990) defined an entrepreneur as: “someone who demonstrates initiative and 

creative thinking, is able to organize social and economic mechanisms to turn resources 

and situations to practical account and accepts risk and failure”. Similarly, Schumpeter 

(1965) defined entrepreneurs “as individuals who exploit market opportunity through 

technical and/or organizational innovation” (Schumpeter, Economic Theory and 

Entrepreneurial History, 1965). Furthermore, Hebert & Link (1989) stated that 

entrepreneurs “pertains to the actions of a risk taker, a creative venturer into a new 

business or the one who revives an existing business” (p. 39). Hence, one can say that the 

main aim of entrepreneurship is to have an innovative business approach and to enhance 

economic development. Linking entrepreneurship to the SDGs and sustainability, the 

term of social entrepreneurship emerges.   

2.2.2.1 Social Entrepreneurship 

As already mentioned, the private sector is one of the key players in implementing the 

SGDs. Accordingly, economic analysists found out that small companies such as startups 
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“contribute substantially to the greater economic development and vitality of any society 

or country at large” (Gandhi & Raina, 2018, p.1). Within this private sector, there is one 

type of company which especially targets the SDGs. This type of company is called SE, 

short for social enterprise. To further elaborate on the topic, it will be important to first 

define the term social entrepreneurship.  

Social entrepreneurship is a social-oriented concept of entrepreneurship (Hayes & James, 

2021). This means that companies must revere the social aspects on an equal footing with 

environmental and economic aspects. According to Thompson (2002 p. 412-415) social 

enterprises are set up for a social purpose on the on one hand and operating as businesses 

and in the voluntary or non-profit sector on the other hand. The Cambridge Dictionary 

(2021) defines social enterprises as “the activity of running a company that aims on 

making money to serve a useful social purpose”. Having a social purpose, means that the 

ventures create societal benefits which helps them to attract talent and customers 

(Strandberg Consulting, 2017). Mair & Schoen (2007, p. 55 & 66) define social 

enterprises as a company that “addresses social needs and or catalyses social 

transformation [...] Its primary objective is the creation of social value, while economic 

value creation is a necessary but not sufficient condition“. 

The main similarities that can be found upon these definitions are that a social enterprise 

aims to create social value while making money to run the business. This is supported by 

Doherty et al. (2014, p. 4) stating that social enterprises differ from commercial 

organizations by “prioritizing social change above private wealth creation” having 

objectives that target topics such as “reducing poverty, inequality, homelessness, carbon 

emissions and unemployment”. 

Another research by Vujasinović, Lipenkova, & Orlando (2019, p. 20), found that “… all 

the SEs implicitly cover the SDGs in their work and are frequently contributing to the 

achievement of more than one goal“. The research confirmed the private sector in form 

of social enterprises has a considerable impact on the achievement of the sustainable 

development goals (Vujasinović, Lipenkova, & Orlando, 2019). This can be attributed to 

the fact that social enterprises are not aimed at generating the highest returns, but rather 

at addressing the shortcomings in the human environment (Murphy & Coombes, 2009). 
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2.2.3 Instruments supporting companies and startups in implementing the SDGs 

With the help of the SDG guidelines and models, companies and startups can establish 

connections between their visions and missions and the indicators of the sustainable 

development goals. This enables them to present the connection between their business 

activities and the global sustainability challenges. There are several guidelines and 

models, from various initiatives which help companies and startups to align their business 

with the sustainable development goals. These will be named and explained in detail in 

the sections below.  

2.2.3.1 Why, When and How Guide for Business 

The Why, When and How Guide for Business, compiled by the Silicon Valley 

Community Foundation (2017) provides a blueprint for business and particularly startups 

on how to implement the Sustainable Development Goals step by step into the business. 

The guide proposes a five-step plan (Mazzoni, 2017): 

“1. Define the priorities 

 2. Gather feedback 

 3. Turn the priorities into goals 

 4. Reporting 

 5. Employee engagement and CSR programs” 

Source: Mazzoni, 2017, p. 2 

The first step, being “defining the priorities” is crucial for start-ups, as the SDGs offer the 

opportunity to deal intensively with the sustainability and social impact of their own 

business model, to assess themselves and to professionally communicate their own 

impact on this basis (Mazzoni, 2017, p. 4-9). Additionally, the implementation of the 

sustainable development goals might offer an advantage as the company can increase its 

appeal to various stakeholders, especially thinking about investors (Mazzoni, 2017, p. 4-

9). Therefore, it is advisable for entrepreneurs to analyze their startups or companies 

according to how they could potentially implement the SDGs(Mazzoni, 2017, p. 4-9). 

Investors can use the SDGs to identify suitable sustainable start-ups as potential 

investment objects and competently assess their sustainability and impact (Mazzoni, 
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2017, p. 4-9). In addition, the SDGs are intended to promote sustainability-oriented 

business model development in a dialogue between investors and start-ups. 

The second step is gathering feedback. Mazzoni (2017) states that the stakeholders differ 

from company to company and that it is important to distinguish those who will engage 

the most with the involved sustainable development goals and the company itself (p. 10-

11). Therefore, it is important to connect the core values of the company to the SDGs that 

it targets. Ben Powell (as cited in Mazzoni, 2017, p.10), the founder and CEO of a 

nonprofit organization states “As a social entrepreneur, just ask yourself: ‘What is my 

purpose?’ You knew what your purpose as a company was before the agenda, and your 

purpose is probably expressed in one of the SDGs”.  

Turning the priorities into goals is the third step of the Why, When and How Guide for 

Business. Implementing objectives in accordance with the SDGs can help companies and 

startups to measure their progress (Mazzoni, 2017, p. 13). However, Mazzoni (2017, p. 

13) advises against focusing on too many Sustainable Development Goals but rather 

focusing on two to three in depth.  

The fourth step of reporting will enable transparency for the stakeholders (Mazzoni, 2017, 

p. 14-17). In this way the stakeholders have an opportunity to see what the company or 

startup does and how they can potentially assist or help them. Startups should rather focus 

their resources on creating an impact than showing what has been achieved. Therefore, 

instead of writing a formal report, startups can use social media to communicate their 

progress (Mazzoni, 2017, p. 14-17).  

The last step of the Why, When and How Guide for Business is the employee engagement 

and CSR programs. Mazzoni (2017, p. 18-20) states that the SDGs bring together 

employees from all departments by providing a framework with a common language.  

This can also be attributed to the social entrepreneur mentioned above. As explained 

before, the social entrepreneur links social, ecological and economic aspects to their 

company activity, which is exactly what Ben Powell addresses here. 

2.2.3.2 SDG Industry Matrix and SDG Compass  

The SDGs serve as a common guide for companies and startups to align their goals and 

activities with sustainable development. However, startups and companies may struggle 
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to implement the SDGs into their business or to find the most relevant goals in terms of 

their business model. 

Startups and companies can use the SDG Compass to identify their main areas of 

influence and options for action, to prioritize management approaches and to develop and 

present suitable solutions. The main aim of the SDG compass is to support companies in 

adapting their strategies to SDGs and to measure and manage their SDG contribution 

(Global Reporting Initiative, United Nations Global Compact, World Business Council 

for Sustainable Development, 2015). The SDG Compass was developed by the UN 

Global Compact and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development and is 

divided into five consecutive steps (Global Compact, 2017).  

These five steps are as follows (Global Reporting Initiative, United Nations Global 

Compact, World Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2015): 

“1. Understanding the SDGs 

  2. Define Priorities 

  3. Setting Goals 

  4. Integrating 

  5. Reporting and communication” 

Source: Global Reporting Initiative, United Nations Global Compact, World Business 

Council for Sustainable Development, 2015 

The compass can be used as a source of inspiration, so that ventures can adapt to the 

SDGs in a creative and innovative way. The first step is crucial, as the companies must 

understand the SDGs to recognize the opportunities that might arise from implementing 

them (Global Reporting Initiative, United Nations Global Compact, World Business 

Council for Sustainable Development, 2015). The ventures that contribute to the 

implementation of the SDGs can open new market areas through innovations. Once the 

companies have familiarized themselves with the SDGs in step one, steps two and three 

involve identifying the companies' respective priorities for action and assigning targets to 

them (Global Reporting Initiative, United Nations Global Compact, World Business 

Council for Sustainable Development, 2015). After that the companies must integrate the 

SDGs into the corporate strategy, with step four (Global Reporting Initiative, United 

Nations Global Compact, World Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2015). 
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The last step is the reporting and communication of the company’s’ engagement with 

relevant sustainable development goals (Global Reporting Initiative, United Nations 

Global Compact, World Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2015). 

The SDG industry Compass thus helps to establish connections between the respective 

core business and the associated global sustainability issues (Temmes, Schönherr, 

Wiman, Farsang, & Reisch, 2017). 

Another helpful guideline for companies and startups is the SDG Industry Matrix. The 

model was developed in a partnership between KPMG International and the UN Global 

Compact (KPMG, 2020). The aim of the guideline is to provide companies and startups 

with industry specific examples from six different industries for actions for each 

Sustainable Development Goal (KPMG, 2020). These six industries are: 

“1. Financial Services 

2. Food, Beverages, and Consumer Goods.  

3. Healthcare & Life Sciences  

4. Industrial Manufacturing 

5. Transportation 

6. Energy, Natural Resources & Chemicals” 

Source: KPMG, 2020 

Having examples for different industries enables startups to see how other ventures within 

the same industry address social and environmental challenges. This may inspire other 

ventures to do the same.  

The Matrix outlines opportunities for developing shared value depending on the sector or 

industry the company or startup operates in and describes business initiatives and 

stakeholder contribution that address different subsectors of the SDGs (United Nations 

Global Compact & KPMG, 2016). There are suggestions for concrete approaches with 

each SDG, as well as good practice examples which can be found in the subsequent listing 

(United Nations Global Compact & KPMG, 2016). This is intended to reveal to 

companies in the affected industries the innovation opportunities and synergies that can 

arise from addressing the SDGs. 
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In combination with the SDG Compass, the Industry Matrix offers beginners practical 

ways to engage with the sustainable development goals. Clearly, the suggestions cannot 

address specific company circumstances, but they do offer tangible thrusts that should 

reduce uncertainty around the topic of SDGs. In table 1 one can see both guidelines in a 

comparison. 

 SDG Compass SDG Industry Matrix 

Main Characteristics • Qualitative 

• Holistic 

• Focus on SDG progress 

monitoring 

• Strong political impetus 

• Internal controlling and 

external reporting 

• Qualitative 

• Industry Specific 

• Focus on shared value 

opportunities 

• Storytelling and 

information hub 

• Focus on external 

reporting 

Similarities and 

Differences 

• Strategic approach to 

SDG management 

• Focus on business sector 

contribution to the SDG 

• Creates transparency 

and visibility 

• Reduces complexity 

• Analytical starting 

point: the firm 

• Pooling of industry-

specific information 

• Focus on external 

reporting 

• Creates transparency and 

visibility 

• Reduces complexity 

• Analytical starting point: 

societal needs 

Table 1: Comparison of SDG Compass & SDG Industry Matrix (Adapted from Jandeisek, Kannenberg, Moehrer, & 

Appiah, 2016) 

As table 1 shows, the aim of the guidelines is to maximize the contribution form 

companies and startups to the sustainable development goals. The SDGs can be used by 

companies as a tool to shape, manage and report on business activities. There are two 

possibilities: On the one hand, you can use the SDGs to embed your sustainability 

activities in a global context of sustainable development. On the other hand, companies 

can also align themselves with the SDGs and firmly anchor them in the corporate core. 

Corporate performance is then directly aimed at achieving the global goals. Furthermore, 
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the SDGs can also be used as a tool for risk analysis. It can be seen that the goals are 

extremely versatile in their implementation in the corporate context. 

To sum up this chapter, one can say that it is important for ventures to focus on the SDGs 

that are important to the venture itself and where they can achieve the largest impact. 

Companies and startups do not necessarily have to implement new measures to make an 

impact but can use the SDGs as an orientation to enhance their own measures.  

2.3 Support Mechanisms assisting Startups in achieving the SDGs 

In the sense of SDGs, the support mechanisms are institutions and incentives that support 

entrepreneurs in facilitating the integration and coherence for SDG implementation. 

Therefore, one can say that it is important to have an institutional framework which 

supports companies and startups in successfully implementing the SDGs. A lack of 

institutional guidance and clarity can be of disadvantage for the implementation of the 

SDGs. It is thus essential to establish an understanding and hence a definition of support 

mechanisms. As mentioned in chapter Nr. 2.2.1 about the startup ecosystem, there are 

several actors who affect the startups as they “must rely on actors from the ecosystem to 

access resources they lack in order to im-prove their performance.” (Franco-Leal, 

Camelo-Ordaz, Fernandez-Alles, & Sousa-Ginel, 2019, p.1). Therefore, the following 

four support mechanisms have been identified that will be explored in the following 

chapters: investment fund, business programs, educational institutions, and the regulatory 

framework. To provide a complete picture, first the support mechanisms will be explained 

and elaborated on, followed by in-depth examples from Austria. 

The regulatory framework, provided by the government, stipulates “infrastructure, rules 

(legislations, regulations, taxes), policies and research funding (Majava, Leviäkangas, 

Kinnunen, & Kess, 2016, p.4). The Austrian Federal Ministry of Economics for example 

helps in identifying material savings potential, which can be a valuable help for small 

companies.  

The research funding can then be used by educational institutions which are crucial as 

they use this to “create new technologies and ideas to be commercialized, train new 

talent” and “license technologies” Majava, Leviäkangas, Kinnunen, & Kess, 2016, p.6). 

In addition to this, educational institutions have a crucial role as they are helping with the 
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creation and diffusions of knowledge. The outcome of these actions is the creation 

innovation.  

Accelerators and incubators provide space, resources, mentoring and seed investments 

for the startups within the ecosystem (Majava, Leviäkangas, Kinnunen, & Kess, 2016). 

The start-up programs provided by the accelerators and incubators can support innovative 

companies from the initial idea to the expansion phase. Taking advantage of the wide 

range of consulting services, assistance and incentives can provide startups with 

additional resources and benefits. Innovative networks make it easier for companies to 

access technology-specific funding, which is especially important for companies in 

industries such as financial technology. Funding providers such as angel investors and 

venture capitalists provide investments and advice for startups.  

2.3.1 Definition of Support Mechanisms 

To understand what a support mechanism is, one must understand what meaning the terms 

support and mechanism have individually in economics. Durlauf & Blume (2010, p. 207-

222) define a mechanism as “a specification of how economic decisions are determined 

as a function of the information that is known by the individuals in the economy“. 

Therefore, one can say that any kind of market institution or economic organization can 

principally be viewed as a mechanism (Durlauf & Blume, 2010). On the other hand, 

support in terms of economics can be defined as any form of incentive mechanism or 

financial assistance for an individual or venture provided by different actors. Combining 

both definitions, one can define a support mechanism as an economic decision provided 

by a market institution or economic organization that either stimulates a decision or 

provides financial assistance for an individual or a venture.  

According to the Collins Dictionary (2021) a support mechanism can be defined as a 

“formal system or method of providing support or assistance”. Tomos, et al. (2019, p.62) 

additionally define support mechanisms as “Institutions such as foundations, nonprofit 

organizations, governmental departments, etc. that support entrepreneurial activity in a 

country”. Following the general understanding of the support mechanism the four most 

evident ones will be identified in the following chapters. 
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2.3.2 Investment 

Generally, the main role of an investor is to select ventures which is an entity that provides 

money to a company to make a profit with it. One can differentiate between two types of 

investors, being private investors and institutional investors. Private investors are 

typically venture capital and individuals such as family and friends whereas institutional 

investors are characteristically hedge and mutual funds, and banks (Pirraglia, 2017). 

A key question one might ask themselves is: Are Investors more likely to invest into 

startups that focus on the UN Sustainable Development Goals? According to the Cabrera 

(2020) “Today, investors care about more than just making good returns. Increasingly, 

they place a great deal of importance on sustainability, with governments and private 

sector firms alike helping them make ethical choices.”.  

As identified by the 2020 Annual Impact Investor Survey from the Global Impact 

Investing Network (2020), the size of the market increased by almost hundred percent 

from 8 billion dollar to 715 billion dollar within 8 years. This statement is supported by 

Bilboe (2020), mentioning that the sustainable development goals are aimed towards 

“companies, investors, governments and institutions across Europe to create impactful 

returns on investments”. Impactful returns on investment refers to impact investing, 

which should both bring a return on investment and make a positive social and 

environmental impact. 

Therefore, one might say that investors are increasingly paying attention to the so-called 

ESG factors. ESG stands for Environmental, social and governance. These factors are 

predominantly viewed by investors to have a positive impact on the investment. However, 

since the SDGs were introduced, the term SDG Investing increasingly gained importance 

and will thus be explored further within this chapter followed by regulations and 

strategies already in place to foster investments.  

2.3.2.1 SDG Investing 

SDG Investing, also known as SDGI, is a type of impact investing (Walkate & Krosinsky, 

2018). To understand this relationship, a definition of impact investing and ESG will be 

required. Impact investing was defined by Clarkin & Cangioni (2015, p.137), as 

investments that are “made to create tangible social impact, but also have the potential 
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for financial return on the investment”. ESG refers to the “environmental, social, and 

governance practices of an investment that may have a material impact on the 

performance of that investment” (Zhou, 2019) and is therefore not just an investment 

strategy but rather a framework for evaluating companies (PitchBook, 2020). SDG 

Investing on the other hand is about creating a positive impact on social or 

environmental matters and simultaneously earning a lucrative return (Walkate & 

Krosinsky, 2018). 

Hence, one can say that the sustainable development goals provide a framework for 

investors to determine whether an investment creates a positive social or environmental 

impact. Walkate & Krosinsky (2018) argue furthermore, that the SDGs provide a 

“tangible link to solving the problems as defined by the United Nations“, supporting the 

statement that they provide a framework or rather a guide for startups. Correspondingly, 

PWC argues that that the SDGs serve as a holistic framework for investment decision-

making which means that they can be used as a guide for determining risk and allocate 

the capital in a sustainable manner (Bulzomi, Bosch, & Govers, 2020). In simpler terms, 

the SDGs enable investors to measure the impact of their investments.  

Bruin & Biermans (2017) state that there are two important support mechanisms that SDG 

Investing provides. On the one hand more money will be invested into ventures that 

implement the SDGs and on the other hand these investments have a larger positive social 

and environmental impacts (Bruin & Biermans, 2017). 

2.3.2.2 Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR) 

One regulation that has already been implemented to encourage and promote sustainable 

investments is the Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR), which became 

effective in March 2021 (OECD, 2021). The aim of the SFDR is “to shift market appetite 

towards sustainability-minded companies in their capacities as investees, borrowers, and 

issuers” (OECD, 2021). Another objective of the SFDR is to avoid greenwashing “of 

financial products and financial advice” (Doyle, 2021). This means that there is more 

transparency for investing into sustainable products, which is achieved by classifying 

investments according to their sustainability. At the same time, the SFDR will enable 

investors to identify and invest into sustainable businesses. Therefore, this will provide a 

competitive advantage for those companies who are prepared and aligned with the 
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SFDR’s requirements (OECD, 2021). These requirements comprise that companies must 

define their sustainable targets, assess their sustainable risk and state what actions were 

taken or are planned in order to advance the SDGs (Jury, Kerek, & Dunlap, 2021).  

2.3.2.3 EU strategy on sustainable finance 

Corresponding to the SFDR above, a strategy that has been implemented to advance 

sustainable investing further is the Mid 2018 EU commission action plan on sustainable 

finance, with the aim of reducing the environmental impact while supporting economic 

growth (Principles for Responsible Investment, 2018). Sustainable finance can be defined 

as the process of considering ESG factors which are then used in order to make decisions  

on investments (European Commission, 2021). The main reason for the introduction of 

the EU strategy on sustainable finance, was that the level of investments were not 

sufficient and additional investments are needed to meet the 2030 Agenda (Principles for 

Responsible Investment, 2018).  

The EU strategy on sustainable finance introduced measures to encourage the foundation 

of startup, by simplifying administrative procedures and introducing a special tax benefit 

for both private and institutional investors that want to invest into innovative businesses 

(International Environment House, 2016).  

2.3.3 Support programs 

Following investments, support programs have been identified as another important 

support mechanism. Since the launch of the of the SDGs in 2015, there have been several 

support programs, such as accelerator programs or specialized organizations targeting 

ventures with a focus on SDGs. The main roles of these support programs are to provide 

business expertise, mentorship, and a network for the startups to be successful in growing 

a sustainable business model. Furthermore, these programs showcase best business 

practices and establish a community around the SDGs. In the section below, several 

support initiatives and organizations within Austria are introduced and elaborated on such 

as the Impact Hub, the SDG Innovation Lab, the respACT and the Climate-KIC Austria. 

2.3.3.1 Impact Hub 

One accelerator program in Vienna is hosted by the Impact Hub, Austria. The aim of the 

accelerator programs is to scale the social impact they have. The Impact Hub provides 
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experts, mentoring, several funding opportunities, and a community of like-minded 

entrepreneurs (Impact Hub Vienna, 2019). The requirement for entering an accelerator 

program is to business solution that focuses on social or climate impact (Pernat, 2021). 

Therefore, one can say that the Impact Hub promotes startups that address issues that are 

often underserved by markets and institutions.   

There are several different accelerator programs, depending on the aim of the venture. 

The Greenstart Accelerator Program for example “supports innovative business ideas and 

start-ups in the field of renewable energy, energy efficiency, mobility, and agriculture to 

further develop their sustainable business models.” (Impact Hub Vienna, 2019).  

2.3.3.2 SDG Innovation Lab 

The SDG Innovation Lab helps SMEs to develop solutions for the challenges which are 

targeted by Sustainable Development Goals (SDG Innovation Lab, 2021). Additionally, 

the program supports ventures in designing products that are technologically appropriate 

and environmentally friendly, culturally acceptable, and economically sustainable (SDG 

Innovation Lab, 2021). Hence, the focus of the accelerator program is on the SDGs. 

The SDG Innovation Lab (2021) mentions that small and medium sized businesses are 

crucial for economic activity and for achieving the SDGs which is the reason why this 

program focuses on such ventures.  

2.3.3.3 Climate-KIC Austria 

Climate-KIC stands for Climate Knowledge and Innovation Community and is the largest 

European innovation initiative for climate-friendly technologies (Daniel, 2017). The 

initiative was launched by the EIT, short for European Institute of Innovation & 

Technology (Daniel, 2017). The accelerator operates in Zürich, Munich, Frankfurt, 

Berlin, and Vienna and provides workshops and coaching sessions, as well as networking 

events for the participating start-ups (Daniel, 2017).  

According to EIT CLIMATE-KIC (2021) the initiative is “… bringing together those 

with vision, with ideas, with low-carbon products and services, and with finance, we 

generate the critical mass needed to tackle climate change“.  
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The program consists of four key subjects which are focused on the sustainable 

development goals. These four subjects are: 

1. “Urban Transitions” (European Institute of Innovation & Technology, 2021) 

2. “Sustainable Production Systems” (European Institute of Innovation & 

Technology, 2021) 

3. “Decision Metrics and Finance” (European Institute of Innovation & 

Technology, 2021) 

4. “Sustainable Land Use” (European Institute of Innovation & Technology, 2021) 

2.3.4 Education 

Another support mechanism that must not be disregarded is the one of education. The 

implementation of the SDGs is not solely directed at governments which means that all 

stakeholders are called upon to participate in the achievement of them. The 2030 Agenda 

can only succeed in cooperation at all levels, which means throughout the whole society. 

Hence, schools, universities and other educational facilities represent the society on a 

small scale.  

As identified by Vekic and Borocki (2017), the educational institutions are particularly 

influential on startups in the initial development phase, as it provides the startups with the 

relevant information and best practices. The different institutions would be “universities, 

faculties [and] institutes”, entailing general education and higher education (universities 

of applied sciences, private universities) in Austria specifically (Vekic & Borocki, 2017, 

p.488). Dill and van Vught (2010) furthermore highlight that higher education is a critical 

factor in the development of innovation and human capital, as it enhances the skills of its 

students in specific fields, such as entrepreneurship and sustainability. Contrary to the 

previously mentioned aspects, educational institutions directly influence the creations of 

startups, which is why they play such a critical role within the support mechanisms.  

According to the Bundesministerium für Bildung, Wissenschaft und Forschung (2021, 

own translation), “people of all ages, genders and cultures should be supported in 

developing alternative visions of a sustainable future and in working imaginatively with 

others to realize these visions”. This testimonial is also supported by Bhowmik, Selim, & 

Huq (2018, p.2) stating that “Universities hold a position of neutral and trusted 

stakeholders within Society. They have a key role in educating the public and other 
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sectors on the SDGs”.  This corresponds with the statement of David and Frans above, 

which further emphasizes that educational institutions are a prerequisite and an integral 

part of sustainable development. 

Consequently, this requires that competences for sustainable development are practiced 

and developed, and that students and educational facilities take responsibility together. In 

the learning process, knowledge and values are to be acquired so that young people and 

students can play an active role in dealing with local and global societal, economic 

challenges. As a result, education raises awareness of the complexity of global challenges. 

Among other things, it also promotes the ability for critical reflection and systemic and 

future-oriented thinking and ultimately action (Bundesministerium für Bildung, 

Wissenschaft und Forschung, 2021). 

A best practice example within Austria is the UniNEtZ project, short for Universities and 

Sustainable Development Goals (Allianz Nachhaltige Universitäten in Österreich, 2021). 

The aim of the project is to create an inter-university cooperation between 18 universities 

and to present options on how to implement the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(Allianz Nachhaltige Universitäten in Österreich, 2021). This enables students to learn 

more about the 2030 Sustainable Agenda and integrate the SDGs into research and 

teaching.  

Whilst having education and universities included in the support mechanisms, they do 

not only contribute to the Sustainable Development Goal 4, but also to all other SDGs. 

According to The Commonwealth Education Hub (2016), Education: 

• Reduces poverty and increases income (The Commonwealth Education Hub, 

2016) 

• Prevents inequality and injustice (The Commonwealth Education Hub, 2016) 

• Leads to better health (The Commonwealth Education Hub, 2016) 

• Drives sustainable growth (The Commonwealth Education Hub, 2016) 

• Helps protect the planet (The Commonwealth Education Hub, 2016) 

• Requires partnership (The Commonwealth Education Hub, 2016) 

This again shows that all sustainable development goals are interlinked. Furthermore, it 

shows that educational institutions have an impact on ventures as they provide knowledge 

and human resources.  
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2.3.5 Regulatory Framework 

The regulatory framework is the last and perhaps one of the most important actors, if not 

the most important actor, when it comes to supporting startups and ventures in promoting 

and achieving the SDGs. The government can promote the SDGs by implementing 

policies and placing a regulatory framework that supports startups. A study has shown 

that approximately half of the „business participants surveyed believe government has 

the prime responsibility“ in implementing and achieving the SDGs and that only 10% 

gave business prime responsibility (PwC, 2015, p.9). Therefore, one can say that startups 

and companies depend on the government in the implementation of the SDGs and hence 

need guiding help.  

To understand what a regulatory framework is, one must first have to define governance, 

after which a more precise understanding of a regulatory framework can be formed. In 

addition, this chapter will also address policy coherence, government programs already 

in place, initiatives, standards as well as necessary improvements in the subject area.  

2.3.5.1 Regulatory Framework 

Firstly, it will be crucial to establish an understanding of what the regulatory framework 

is. According to Kjaer & Vetterlein (2018), a regulatory framework can be defined as 

“new form of governance that utilizes various approaches of collaboration across a variety 

of policy actors” instead of the traditional command-and-control type of steering (p. 497). 

The regulatory framework comprises all “regulations, decisions, directives, regulatory 

policies, guidelines, recommendations and procedures” which are formed by the 

authorities (Law Insider, 2021). Therefore, one can say that the main aim of this 

framework is the design and the implementation of regulations.  

It must also be mentioned that the regulatory framework is of high importance to founders 

and startups as these frameworks will represent the burdens that startups will be 

confronted with when launching their ventures (Writer, 2020). An example for this is 

requirements that a startup must fulfil in order to " properly registered and to operate 

legally“ (Writer, 2020). 

According to Freiberg (2006), there are five regulatory tools that the government can 

apply. These regulatory tools are comprising governmental activities as economic actor, 
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party, facilitator, information provider and legislator (Freiberg, 2006). Especially 

interesting is, that according to this model the government can act as a so-called 

“facilitator”. In this sense, the government can ensure that a particular behavior occurs 

and that certain actions take place through the use of the law and regulations.  

In the role of intermediaries, it is on the one hand possible for governments to "use 

markets as regulatory mechanisms", or to "license, register, certify, or accredit other 

parties" and engage in the conduct using that mechanism, or on the other hand, they can 

go to court and use the rule of law to ensure that certain behaviors are enforced (Hodge, 

Regulatory Frameworks for Urban Services, 2007). In addition, a regulatory system can 

be, for example, an “environmental design and physical control” (Hodge, Regulatory 

Frameworks for Urban Services, 2007).  

2.3.5.2 Policy coherence 

Another important aspect in terms of the regulatory framework is the concept of policy 

coherence. The National Action Plans on Business and Human Rights (2021) defines 

policy coherence as the process of mutually reinforcing policy actions”. It is important to 

note that policy coherence integrates governance with the ESG (economic, social, 

environmental) factors.  

According to Tondel, Ronceray, Mackie and Ashraf (2019):  

“The need for policy coherence permeates the entire concept of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), which are based on the idea that the multiple facets 

of development do not occur in isolation but are impacted on by many actors and 

policies. Successful implementation therefore relies heavily on governments 

taking an integrated approach to policymaking, with policy coherence at its core.” 

Therefore, one can say that there is a need for the government and the stakeholders to 

work together to manage and guide the coherent implementation of the sustainable 

development goals. The Framework for PCSD, short for Policy Coherence for sustainable 

development, has three main objectives (Morales, 2018): 

“1. Foster synergies and minimise trade-offs across sectors 

  2. Reconcile domestic policy objectives with internationally agreed objectives  

  3. Address the transboundary and long-term effects of policies” 



Support Mechanisms for Austrian Startups in achieving the United Nation Sustainable Development Goals 
 

 47 

Source: Morales, 2018, p. 1 

Hence, the policy coherence should enable the government and policy makers to 

comprehend how the actions towards the SDGs impact each other and the future 

sustainable development.  

According to the OECD (2017), there are eight building blocks of policy coherence for 

mainstreaming the implementation of SDGs: 

1. “Political commitment and leadership - to guide ‘whole-of-government’ action 

and translate commitment on SDG into concrete and coherent measures at the 

local, national, and international levels. 

2. Integrated approaches to implementation - to consider systematically inter-

linkages between economic, social, and environmental policy areas as well as 

ensure consistency with international engagement before making decisions. 

3. Inter-generational timeframe - to make informed choices about sustainable 

development considering the long-term impact of policy decisions on the well-

being of future generations. 

4. Analyses and assessments of potential policy effects - to provide evidence on the 

potential negative or positive impacts on the well-being of people at the domestic 

level and in other countries to inform decisionmaking. 

5. Policy and institutional co-ordination - to resolve conflicts of interest or 

inconsistencies between priorities and policies. 

6. Local and regional involvement - to deliver the economic, social, and 

environmental transformation needed for achieving the SDGs and to ensure that 

no one is left behind. 

7. Stakeholder participation - to make sure that SDGs are owned by people, diverse 

actions are aligned, and resources and knowledge for sustainable development are 

mobilized. 

8. Monitoring and reporting - to better understand where there has been progress or 

lack of it and why, and where further action is needed.” 

Source: (OECD, 2017, p. 20-21). 
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These eight building blocks, also known as institutional mechanisms, are essential for the 

coherent SDG implementation, as they are applicable to all countries irrespective of their 

administrative and political traditions (Morales, 2018, p. 4).  

According to the United Nations Development Programme (2017) the lack of 

governmental actions, especially at a local level, has also been the reason why countries 

have struggled to implement the Millennium Development Goals. Therefore, the SDGs 

require a collaboration of all stakeholders and an incentive system from the government 

that will expedite action across several sectors.  A new or adapted institutional framework 

would support all stakeholders to effectively implement the sustainable development 

goals.  

According to the classic definition of J. Tinbergen: “The economic policy is the deliberate 

manipulation of a number of instruments to the success of certain goals.” (Tinbergen, 

1967, p. 353).   

Austria announced in 2016, that the government will follow a so-called “mainstreaming 

approach” in which all federal ministries to review which of the 17 SDGs have national 

and/or international existing strategies, programs, and policies (Bundesministerium für 

Digitalisierung und Wirtschaftsstandort, 2021) 

According to SDG-Watch Austria (2020), in November 2020, the Constitutional 

Committee of Austria unanimously decided to promote closer cooperation between 

parliament and government to implement the 2030 Agenda with its 17 SDGs. It was 

criticized that there is a considerable need for improvement, especially regarding clear 

political prioritization and central steering, as well as with regard to a whole-of-

government implementation strategy (SDG-Watch Austria, 2020).  

Furthermore, the Report on the Implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals 

from the Austrian Federal Chancellery (2020) mentioned that further engagement of all 

stakeholders is essential to successfully implement the 2030 Agenda. The Austrian 

Federal Chancellery (2020) states that “The national goal of sustainable development is 

set down in the Federal Constitutional Act on sustainability, animal protection, 

comprehensive environmental protection, on water and food security as well as research. 

Actual implementation comes about through laws, ordinances and statutes.”. This proves 

the importance of the regulatory framework for the implementation of the SDGs.  
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According to Report on the Implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals from 

the Austrian Federal Chancellery (2020): 

“Sustainable development is declared a national goal in the Austrian Federal 

Constitutional Law. All Austrian Federal Ministries are advised to implement the 

principles of the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

within their areas of competence in a strategically coordinated manner.” 

Source: Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020, p. 16 

Austria has the aim of implementing the SDGs throughout all political areas to have a 

sweeping impact, which can also be seen in the implementation Government Programme 

2020 to 2024 which will be explored in the next section. 

2.3.5.3 Austria’s Government Programme from 2020 to 2024 

Besides the policy coherence, Austria hosted a Government Programme from 2020 to 

2024 in which it conveys and coordinates the implementation of the SDGs by including 

all stakeholders, such as businesses, the scientific community, and the society itself 

(Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020).  

The main aims of the Government Program 2020-2024 are (Austrian Federal 

Chancellery, 2020): 

“1. A noticeable relief for the working population 

  2. Combating climate change and maintaining the Paris climate goals 

  3. A sustainable and competitive business location 

  4. Social security and fight against poverty 

  5. A consistent course regarding migration and integration 

  6. The best education for all 

  7. Sustainable finances, necessary investments, and a balanced budget 

  8. A greater transparency in the public sector” 

Source: Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020, p. 3 

Generally, one of the main aims of the Government Program’s is introducing tax reform 

measures. Parts of the plan is to reduce the corporate tax from 25 percent to 21 percent 

(Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020). According to the Austrian Federal Chancellery 
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(2020) the tax reduction measures are comprehensive and suitable for strengthening 

Austria as a business location and taking account of current economic developments. The 

Government Program considers several SDGs by implementing measures and new ideas 

to tackle the goals specifically. An example is the introduction of various tax measures to 

address climate change issues which would benefit SDG 13, climate action (Orbitax, 

n.D.). Among other things, compulsory education is being tightened and work is being 

done on the expansion of more places at universities of applied sciences. These steps are 

targeting the sustainable development goal 4, quality education (Austrian Federal 

Chancellery, 2020).  

In addition to these measures, there are several regulations and projects that aim at helping 

startups and SMEs to realize and implement the sustainable development goals. An 

example for this would be to “create a new type of stock corporation for innovative start-

ups and founders at an early stage“ (Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020).  

Additionally, the Government Program 2020-2024 offers a solution to increase legal 

certainty for SMEs. A major accomplishment would be to increase the incentives for 

private risk capital by “permitting loss adjustments over several years“ or offering long-

term investments from “institutional investors such as pension funds, insurance funds and 

insurance companies“ (Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020). Additionally, actions such 

as “reducing the minimum share capital of limited companies to 10,000 euros” would 

benefit startups and SMEs as they can allocate their money towards the company rather 

than putting it in the minimum share capital (Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020).  

2.3.5.4 Other initiatives 

Between 2017 and 2019, the Austrian Federal Ministry for Digital and Economic affairs 

conducted the so-called “SDG Business Forum”, an initiative that was intended to guide 

companies to SDG Markets in either developing or newly industrialized countries 

(Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020). The predominant focus of the forum was on several 

SDGs, such as climate action, sustainable growth, and decent work, by providing best 

practice examples (Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020). The SDG Business Forum was 

continued in 2020 with the aim of targeting digital innovation and new business models 

in coordination with the SDGs (Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020). 
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Another governmental support mechanism towards the SDGs was the “Business & 

Development Forum”, hosted by the Austrian Federal Economic Chamber in September 

2019. The aim of the forum was to showcase that companies can combine sustainable 

development activities with profitable business models (Austrian Federal Chancellery, 

2020). Here, the focus was particularly on SDGs that promote sustainable growth and 

sustainable infrastructure. 

Furthermore, the Austrian Federal Economic Chamber, plays a vital role in implementing 

the SDGs, as it acts in the interest of Austrian ventures in terms of social, economic, 

occupational, and cultural interests (Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020). The chamber 

represents more than 540 thousand Austrian companies, and its main undertaking is to 

educate and consult companies throughout a continuous process and works on policies in 

order to support the economy (Wirtschaftskammer Österreich, 2021).  

In 2016, the Austrian Government formed a startup program, with the aim of making the 

country more attractive to found a startup (Butcher, 2020). According to Ohr (2016), the 

program involved a " monetary volume of about €185 million“. The program comprises 

new funding sources, startup visas, reduced costs and many more.  

2.3.5.5 Standards 

Corresponding to the government programs and various initiatives mentioned above, 

standards can help to ensure work-related health and safety, physical conditions in the 

workplace and the safe design of plants and equipment (Lloyd's Register, 2019). One of 

the most known standards and norms is the ISO. ISO stands for "International 

Organization for Standardization" and refers to standards and norms which are 

internationally acknowledged (Madu, 1998). The compliance of the standards areas 

certified by an auditor. This certificate is valid for three years, after which a recertification 

audit must take place (Madu, 1998). 

It should be noted that these standards also require financial resources. These include 

costs for implementing the systems and for the audit. However, companies are able save 

money in the long run because they benefit from smooth workflows and high-quality 

standards. Despite that, an important fact is that standards are not mandatory in principle. 

This means that they can be applied, but do not have to be.  
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The section below, will elaborate on two ISO standards which can be of benefit to 

ventures, concerning the sustainable development goals: ISO 14001 and ISO 45001. 

2.3.5.5.1 Environmental management ISO 14001 

According to Lloyd's Register (2021), ISO 14001 is the most widely used standard for 

environmental management and internationally recognized. The standard includes 

guidelines aimed at continuously improving environmental performance and provides 

companies with a framework for the design and organization of environmentally relevant 

tasks (Lloyd's Register, 2021). 

The ISO 14001 standard can be linked to at least eight sustainable development goals. 

These goals are: 

“6) Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for 

     all 

7) Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all 

8) Promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and  

    productive employment, and decent work for all 

9) Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable                  

    industrialization and foster innovation  

11) Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 

12) Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts 

13) Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources for 

       sustainable development  

14) Protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems,         

       sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse 

       land degradation and halt biodiversity loss” 

Source: Lloyd's Register, 2021 & Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on 

Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 15-35 

The benefit of the standard is that it can generate a competitive advantage for the 

companies that implement it and improve the efficiency of resource allocation (Lloyd's 

Register, 2021). 
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The increase in global trade brings new challenges in occupational health and safety as 

fatalities and injuries can occur (Lloyd's Register, 2021). The ISO 45001 was developed 

to set out the essential elements of a workplace health and safety management system to 

protect employees and create safe and healthy workplaces (Lloyd's Register, 2021).. 

With the help of ISO 45001, risks can be limited, and business performance improved 

(Lloyd's Register, 2020). This is achieved through a safe working environment and a 

healthier workforce.  

Therefore, one can say that the standard ISO 45001 is linked to two of the sustainable 

development goals three and eight: 

“3) Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages  

8) Promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and  

    productive employment, and decent work for all “ 

Source: Source: Lloyd's Register, 2021 & Report of the Inter-Agency and Expert Group 

on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators, 2016, p. 15-35 

This shows that the SDGs are interconnected with several different regulations that aim 

for the same objective.  

2.3.5.6 EU Eco-Management and Audit Scheme EMAS 

EMAS is a European environmental management system that helps companies to save 

resources intelligently (EMAS, 2021). EMAS is also suitable for startups, as the EMAS 

regulation forms a basis for the company's environmental protection measures and the 

methods can be individually compiled for the respective company, depending on the 

industry and previous experience (EMAS, 2021). EMAS-audited organisations make an 

effective contribution to environmental protection, save costs and demonstrate social 

responsibility and ensure that all environmental aspects from energy consumption to 

waste and emissions are implemented in a legally compliant and transparent manner 

(EMAS Geprüftes Umweltmanagement, 2020). According to the European Commission, 

the EMAS can furthermore help organisations to achieve the SDGS. This is due to their 

specific link to their effort to “environmental and sustainable matters” which is the case 

for Goal 6, 7, 11, 12, 13, 14 and 15 (European Commission, 2021). 
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In this section, it has been explained that there are several government indicatives and 

programs that aim towards the implementation of the SDGs. The chapter that follows 

moves on to consider the suggestions for improvement that are available in the literature. 

2.3.5.7 Improvements 

Considering the regulatory framework, necessary improvements can be seen. According 

to Seitz (2019, p. 1), the Austrian government needs to strengthen its political decision-

making power, as fiscal policy can be an effective tool.  

Seitz (2019, p. 4; own translation) also argues that Austria needs “a fundamental change 

in the way the goods and services are produced and consumed”. The government should 

advocate for an aspirational global ”binding agreement on business and human rights, as 

is currently being negotiated in the UN Human Rights Council (Seitz, 2019, p. 2, own 

translation) 

Furthermore, Tulder & Zanten (2018) argue that governments may try “to put the burden 

of the SDGs too much on corporations—without for instance providing regulations or 

clear financial incentives needed”. These would be required to provide a higher degree of 

assistance, that is required to implement the SDGs (Tulder & Zanten, 2018). However, 

the government already aims to close the financial gap by providing the Sustainable 

Finance Disclosure Regulation and the EU strategy on sustainable finance.  
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3 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

With the implementation of SDGs in 2016, startups gained the opportunity to shape the 

shared responsibility assigned to them. Additionally, the SDGs primarily act as a guide 

for startups and companies that shows what expectations stakeholders and actors of the 

ecosystem have of them. 

The SDGs demonstrate that there are various global challenges which need an active 

countering by all social actors and stakeholders. There is no one institution that can 

enhance and tackle all the SDGs, but it is the combination of several institutions and their 

ability to work in coherence which defines whether a country is able to promote the 

implementation of them (United Nations Development Programme, 2017). In fact, 

startups play besides other institutions an important role in the implementation of the 

SDGs, as they increase innovation and promote economic growth within a country 

(Cavalcanti, 2018).  

However, startups need the support from various stakeholders to implement the SDGs 

efficiently and successfully. As the literature review shows, there are several stakeholders 

in the startup ecosystem which can act as a support network. These actors were chosen 

from the startup ecosystem and situated into support mechanism groups, being 

investment, business programs, educational institutions, and regulatory framework. 

Interestingly the literature review points out that a majority of companies believe that the 

government has the prime responsibility in implementing and achieving the SDGs. 

Hence, this will be explored using the primary research, in terms of expert interviews. 

Moreover, the literature review revealed that there are several disincentives that can cause 

ventures to not invest into sustainability. However, the reasons vary and therefore this 

will be explored further using the expert interviews. Lastly, the effectiveness and usage 

of the support mechanisms on startups has not been explored yet and leaves a lot to be 

desired.  

In other words, this approach questions the effectiveness of the support mechanisms 

towards startups within Austria, leading to the question: How well are the existing 

support mechanisms equipped to guide startups in implementing the SDGs? 
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Figure 7 shows a flow chart in which the influence of the support mechanisms on the 

startups within the SDG framework is demonstrated. The support mechanisms are marked 

in dark blue at the top with the associated actors below. Accordingly, the supporting 

instruments are in the funnel from each support mechanism, which “flow” to the startups. 

The grey area highlights the fact that the framework is considering the Sustainable 

Development Goals.  

 

Figure 7: Support mechanisms in the SDG framework 

A question that arises by looking at the flow chart is: Which support mechanisms within 

the ecosystem do the startups know of, and do they make use of them? Accordingly, one 

might ask themselves the following question: How effective are the support mechanisms 

in the eyes of the startups? These questions might provide an insight about whether there 

has been done enough in terms of the information spread on the SDGs and the associated 

help provided by various support mechanisms. In order to gain primary information and 

insights, these questions will be included in the methodological part of this thesis. 

Considering the literature review of this thesis including scholarly articles, research, and 

statistics, it can be determined that there are five main variables that will be explored and 

analyzed using the interviews to answer the research question, namely:  

• Awareness of the SDGs among entrepreneurs 

• The usage and effectiveness of the support mechanisms 

• Greenwashing 

• Disincentive 
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• Improvements 

The awareness of the SDGs among entrepreneurs will showcase if on the one side the 

entrepreneurs are interested in the topic of sustainability and SDGs and on the other side 

if there is enough information and touch points available. The usage and effectiveness of 

the support mechanisms explores how the entrepreneurs perceive the support mechanisms 

and if they make use of them in order to guide their business along sustainability. 

However, it is crucial to investigate on the topic of greenwashing, as startups may claim 

that they are working towards the implementation of the SDGs whilst they are only using 

them for marketing purposes. Different factors, such as time and money may play into 

the reason why startups are disincentivized to implement sustainable measures. Lastly, 

there may be improvements needed in order for the support mechanisms to best guide the 

startups in implementing the SDGs, which will be explored throughout the interviews.  

The variables named above are determining factors of how well the existing support 

mechanisms are equipped to guide startups in implementing the SDGs.  
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4 METHODOLOGY 

The goal of this thesis is to discover how well the existing support mechanisms are 

equipped to guide startups in implementing the SDGs. This should be answered by using 

the opinions and experiences of startups in Austria, which potentially identifies obstacles 

and barriers. The findings of this thesis are expected to inform the stakeholders and actors 

within the startup ecosystem on how startups can be supported in order to implement the 

SDGs. 

As mentioned in the introduction, the guiding research question of this thesis is:  

How well are the existing support mechanisms equipped to guide startups in 

implementing the SDGs? 

The assessment of the literature review has revealed that there is a large number of 

research that has been conducted in the field of startup ecosystems, sustainable 

development goals and the linkage between both of them. Conversely, the literature lacks 

the aspect of the support mechanisms on the implementation of the SDGs and their 

effectiveness. This aspect will be explored through the qualitative research of this thesis 

with Austria as the location of interest. 

The research is expected to provide a deeper insight into the knowledge that startup 

founders and owners have concerning the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals. The views, reflections and opinions of the interviewees may either support or 

contradict the findings in the literature review. This will add the dimension of the actual 

business world and provide direct insights that go beyond the theory. Lastly, the 

interviews will supplement the aspect of the personal experience of the entrepreneurs 

which help to answer the research questions. 

4.1 Data collection Plan 

To find out, how the existing support mechanisms support startups in achieving the SDGs 

and how these mechanisms must be adapted to best support, semi-structured interviews 

have been selected as the ideal data collection methods for this thesis. The semi-structured 

interviews do not only allow for assessing the opinions and statements of the interviewees 

but also for having further insights into the experiences (Nohl, 2009). Another reason 

why semi-structured interviews were chosen, is that the interviews can be compared as 
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all participants will be required to elaborate on their views about the same themes (Nohl, 

2009). Furthermore, Creswell (2005) states that interviews enable the participants to 

freely express experiences, insights, and opinions. Lastly, the main benefit of the semi-

structured interviews is that allows the researcher to follow up and react on ideas that 

have been mentioned throughout the course of the interview (Nohl, 2009).  

The interviews were held with founders and/or owners of startups within Austria. Some 

interviews were held online using Microsoft Teams due to the Covid-19 pandemic and 

the enduring curfew. A few interviews were held in person, as the situation allowed for 

it. However, it was crucial to pay attention to the fact that the interviewees feel 

comfortable during the interview. Therefore, the interviewees were given full control over 

the time and format of the interview.  

Furthermore, an interview guide was provided prior to the interview to keep the interview 

focused on the topic. This has proven to be very useful, as the interviews were semi-

structured, and the questions were not asked in the same sequence for every interviewee. 

Therefore, the questions within the interview guide comprised all core questions that were 

related to the research question. The interview guide was improved further through pilot 

testing before the actual interviews.  

The interviews lasted on average 22 minutes. Although this seems to rather short, the 

interviewees had been sent the interview guideline before and came prepared, which 

means that they answered the questions in a straightforward way. Moreover, some 

interviewees did not have any knowledge about the topic which made the interviews 

rather short. The benefit of this interview method was that the interviewer did not have 

to ask for permission to use a certain venue for the interview. The most appropriate form 

of capturing the interviews were by recording them using Microsoft Teams and an 

additional microphone.  

4.2 In-depth Interviews 

According to Jamshed (2014, p.87-88), interviews are “... the most common format of 

data collection in qualitative research “. In-depth interviews are a type of qualitative 

research which compromises interviews with individuals to explore their perspective on 

a particular topic of interest (Boyce & Neale, 2006). The connotation of “in-depth”, 
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means that there is a set of formulated questions that will be posed to a selected number 

of participants.  

In-depth interviews generally use open-ended questions. This means that the questions 

should be formulated in a way that the response does not entail a “yes” or a “no” as an 

answer. Therefore, the interview questions must be phrased using words such as “how” 

or “why” to generate responses that will help answer the research questions. In-depth 

interviews provide, like the name already says in-depth information, unlike 

questionnaires and surveys. According to Parveen & Showkat (2017), an in-depth 

interview should be similar to an everyday conversation. 

The main benefit of in-depth interviews is that one is able to obtain detailed information 

about the interviewee’s thoughts and perspective (Boyce & Neale, 2006). Moreover, 

according to Parveen & Showkat (2017, p.2), “interviews are significant in unfolding 

opinions, experiences, values and various other aspects of the population under study”. 

Therefore, one can say that interviews are offering a more complete picture on a specific 

topic, as the participants are speaking out their mind (Parveen & Showkat, 2017).  

However, in-depth interviews also pose some disadvantages which must be noted. These 

disadvantages include, that the interview techniques throughout different interviews are 

inconsistent and the possibility of interview fatigue. These limitations and disadvantages 

will be elaborated on in further detail in a later section. However, one can say that to cope 

with these limitations, it is important to prepare for the interview thoroughly by for 

example having a practice round.  

4.2.1 Expert Interviews 

Meanwhile, the in-depth interview defined above falls under the category of expert 

interviews, as the interviewees are specialists in the field of the topic posed in the 

interview. According to Döringer (2020, p. 265-278), expert interviews emphasize “the 

experts’ individual perspectives that affect social practices in a field of action” and thus 

provide further specialists insights into the research topic at hand. Creswell (2009) states 

on the same matter, that interviews enable the researcher to establish meaning on the topic 

through the eyes of the experts. Moreover, this way of interviewing experts is much more 

lucrative, as it is much easier for them to answer questions for twenty or thirty minutes 
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over a Skype or Microsoft Teams conversation than to sit down and type out an article 

from scratch.  

There are three types of in-depth interviews, being structured, semi-structured and 

unstructured interviews. However, for the sake of this thesis, only the semi-structured 

interviews will be elaborated on, as this is the type of interview that this research used as 

identified above. 

4.2.2 Semi-structured Interviews 

The questions used to guide an interview are often semi-structured. A semi-structured 

interview has the benefit that all interviewees will be asked a similar set of questions, 

however, depending on the answers of the interviewee, each interview will take a 

different direction (Brounéus, 2021). This means that if an interviewee elaborates on a 

specific topic, the interviewee can deep-dive into the topic without sticking to the order 

of the interview guideline. Additionally, it must be mentioned that the sequence of the 

questions is not fixed in a semi-structured interview. This allows the interviewer to follow 

up on related topics raised by the interviewees (Brounéus, 2021). Having in mind that the 

interview questions are open-ended, it is important to encourage the interviewee to 

elaborate and reflect on the questions asked. 

4.3 Target Population 

The target population of the master thesis were entrepreneurs owning a startup in Vienna, 

Austria. Austria, and Vienna in particular, was chosen not only because it has shown 

continuous growth in the startup scene and thus its startup ecosystem and infrastructure 

since 2009, but also because of its many advantages for startups, which have made it one 

of the primary locations for starting a business, especially in 2019 (Coleman, 2019). The 

advantages include location opportunities due to its central position in Europe, a wide 

range of coworking spaces and accelerators, educational institutions as well as a large 

talent pool, making Vienna a “>>cosmopolitan center<<” (Coleman, 2019). There was 

no restriction or preference of the industry the startup works in, as long as it fulfilled the 

criteria of a startup defined in the literature review.  

According to the Federal Association of German Startups a startup is defined by three 

characteristics (Kollmann, Hensellek, Jung, & Kleine-Stegemann, 2019): 



SUPPORT MECHANISMS FOR AUSTRIAN STARTUPS IN ACHIEVING THE UNITED NATION SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 
 

 

 

62 

1) “The company is younger than 10 years 

2) Have a (highly) innovative technology and/or business model 

3) Own or strive for significant employee- and/or sales-growth” 

Source: Kollmann, Hensellek, Jung, & Kleine-Stegemann, 2019, p. 22, own translation 

Element: Founder and/or owner of a startup (fulfilling the criteria mentioned in the 

literature review)  

Sampling unit: Startups (fulfilling the criteria mentioned in the literature review) 

Extent: Austria, with a preference of being located near and in Vienna  

Time: Availability between March-April 2021 

4.4 Sampling Method 

The segment of the population that was selected for this research, in other words the 

sample, is based on a convenience approach. Convenience sampling is a type of non-

probability sampling that has the aim of obtaining data from members of the population 

who are conveniently available. However, this approach was adapted in a way, that only 

entrepreneurs and startup founders were chosen as the sampling unit, which is quite 

different from the original approach.  

There are several advantages of the convenience sampling method. The strength of this 

sampling technique is that it enables easy access to the participants. Moreover, 

convenience sampling allows for easier analysis compared to other methods, as it does 

not require the researcher to filter the members of the audience.  

However, there are also weaknesses that come with this sampling technique, as it may 

result in a biased result, as the participants may belong to only one specific part of the 

population. This reveals another weakness, as the results cannot be applied to the whole 

population, due to the inability to generalize the data. Yet the interviewees originated 

from different industries as mentioned above. 

The convenience sample approach was used as it is important to solely interview the 

entrepreneurs. This was crucial as only entrepreneurs within the Austrian startup scene 

had the knowledge needed to effectively answer the interview question and hence the 
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research question. The sample provided a representation of the whole population, as it 

included entrepreneurs and startups from different industries and areas. These areas 

included fintech, e-learning, consulting, and social media to name a few.  

Additionally, it must be stated that the sampling method was only partially based on a 

convenience approach, as over 100 entrepreneurs and startups were contacted, and the 

researcher had no influence on who will answer and be willing to participate in the 

interview. These 100 entrepreneurs were selected randomly, having locations in different 

cities in Austria. The startups were identified through research based on the definition of 

the Federal Association of German Startups which was mentioned earlier. However, only 

8 startups replied and were willing to participate, all of them being domiciled in Vienna. 

Although the extent was defined as Austria, the interviews only allow to give insights on 

the startup ecosystem in Vienna. Furthermore, it must be mentioned that the interviews 

showed a saturation after these eight interviews, as a majority of the interviewees had 

similar opinions and experiences. Furthermore, Ritchie & Lewis (2003) argued that 

qualitative research typically has a small sample size, due to the phenomenon of 

diminishing return where if the sample size is increased, no new evidence is found. 

4.5 Interview Questions 

The interview questions were put into distinct categories such as Sustainable 

Development Goals in General or Support Mechanisms to provide a logical flow. The 

interview commenced with starting questions to identify the origin of the interviewee for 

later evaluation and specific insight into the field of knowledge. After that Questions 

regarding the SDGS, their level of awareness in Austria and their necessity in startups 

and a question concerning the SDGS in startups followed. The next block of questioned 

concerned the support mechanisms and their relation to SDGs, focusing on regulations 

and policies as well. Corresponding the effectiveness of the support mechanisms was 

identified and at last possible changes within the frameworks were addressed. The 

questions are listed below: 

Starting Questions 

1. When was your startup found? 

2. What industry does your startup operate in? 

3. How many employees do you currently employ? 
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4. What product or service do you offer? 

5. Where in Austria is your startup located? 

Sustainable Development Goals in General  

6. In your opinion, how well known are the SDGs in Austria and especially in the 

startup environment? 

7. Do you see the SDGs as a guiding principle for new business areas and models? 

If yes, which? 

Examples: 

(5) Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls  

(8) Promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full 

and productive employment, and decent work for all  

(9) Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation  

(12) Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 

8. Do the SDGs offer any benefit for your startup?  

e.g. more investor opportunities, competitive advantage, larger network, etc. 

Sustainable Development Goals in startups 

9. What prevents companies/startups from aligning their business models along 

sustainability?  

Support Mechanisms 

10. Which support mechanisms do you know? 

Have you benefited of them? If yes, which support mechanisms have you 

already made use of? 

11. What support mechanisms related to the SDGs do you know? 

Have you benefited of them? If yes, which support mechanisms have you 

already made use of? 

12. Do you know any regulations or policies by the government that have been put in 

place concerning the SDGs? 
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Effectiveness 

13. How effective do you think are these support mechanisms? 

14. In what way, if any, have support mechanisms influenced your business and your 

perception of the SDGs? 

Changes 

15. What framework conditions would have to change for companies to consistently 

focus on future viability and their business models on sustainability?  

a. What role do investors play? 

b. What role do support organizations, such as accelerator programs play? 

c. What role do educational institutions play? 

d. What role does the government and the regulatory framework play? 

4.6 Methods of analysis 

The interviews were analyzed in a qualitative manner. In the first step the recordings of 

the expert interviews were transcribed word for word, in order to prepare the quotes for 

the discussion of the results. After that, the interview transcripts were reviewed carefully 

and first notes about the impressions were made. In addition to this, the researcher added 

comments and reflections where needed. After that relevant words, phrases, and 

sentences, were labeled in the transcripts. Here the method of qualitative content analysis 

according to Mayring (2000) was used. There are three essential techniques in qualitative 

research according to him: summarizing, explicating, and structuring (Mayring, 2000). 

This thesis lends itself to summarizing and thus the transcribed interviews will be 

condensed to their main aspects and main statements can then be taken from this. The 

texts are thus similar to the interview questions inductively divided into specific 

categories. These labels were categorized into actions, activities, concepts, differences, 

opinions, and processes. This process is referred to as coding, which was done using a 

software called MAXQDA.  

Codes were formed due to different reasons. These reasons were repetition of ideas and 

opinions, surprising statements, accentuated statements, and alignments with information 

from the literature review or existing theories and concepts. 
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Following the indexing, codes were put together in categories and all codes were 

analyzed. Here, new codes were created by combining for example two or more codes 

which then created categories. These categories were then used to conceptualize the data. 

It was crucial to identify themes and generate meaning. Especially important were themes 

around similarities, differences, and theory-related materials. This created the foundation 

of the results of this thesis, as the data will give insights about the perspective of the 

participants that were interviewed. Lastly, the results are summarized and discussed. The 

final discussion will include quotes from the interviews to support interpretations. 

As mentioned above, the interview transcripts and notes were systematically searched 

and codes for the relevant passages and words were created during the review. The 

clustered code groups can be seen in figure 8 below.  

 

Figure 8: Entire Clustered Codesystem 

The first set of codes were the “Disincentives”, here the relevant text passages were 

coded, that referred to any hindrance in aligning the business models of their company 

towards sustainability and consequently the SDGs in the eyes of the interviewees and thus 

linked to the answers of Question 9: “What prevents companies/startups from aligning 

their business models along sustainability?” The subcodes of this cluster can be found in 

Figure 9 below. 

 

Figure 9: Code Cluster Disincentive 

The second set of clusters refer to question 7 of the interview and hence identify if the 

SDGs are seen as a guiding principle for new business areas and models and the specific 

focus on the SDGs was coded under the subsequent cluster in Figure 10. 
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Figure 10: Code Cluster Guidance 

If the support mechanisms were used in the companies of the interviewees was analyzed 

with the third cod cluster in Figure 11. If support mechanism were not used it was further 

identified if the experts had knowledge on the existence of such. 

 

Figure 11: Code Cluster support mechanisms 

Figure 12 identifies the codes that were established in order to analyze and evaluate the 

knowledge of the experts on the regulatory frameworks in the startup ecosystem.  

 

Figure 12: Code Cluster Knowledge on SDGs and support mechanisms 

The effectiveness of the support mechanisms discussed and thus questions 13 and 14 were 

coded in the cluster in Figure 13.  

 

Figure 13: Code Cluster effectiveness of support mechanisms 

To investigate the improvements needed in the support mechanisms to support SDGs, the 

penultimate code cluster in Figure 14 was established. Here, all the improvements as well 

as the disadvantages of the mechanisms identified by the experts were collected. 
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Figure 14: Code Cluster Improvements 

The last code cluster in Figure 15 was created to analyze the awareness of the SDGs in 

Austria. Here the codes were adapted to the answers of the respondents resulting in the 

two codes “improved” over time and the dependence on the education.  

 

Figure 15: Code Cluster Awareness 

4.7 Evaluation of Methodology 

4.7.1 Limitations 

Interviews enable a new point of view on the opportunities that startups may have due to 

the SDGs. However, there are also several limitations that come with this research 

method, besides those already mentioned in the previous sections. As interviews can 

cause biases, the interviewees answers can be affected by the interviewer. This can have 

several reasons, for example the interviewer’s race, class, age, or physical appearance.  

An additional form of limitation could be deliberate lying from the interviewee since he 

or she does not want to give a socially undesirable answer. Furthermore, the interviewee 

could misunderstand the question and therefore respond incorrectly. Nevertheless, would 

this have been the case the interviewer could have rephrased the question for better 

understanding and therefore prevented such limitations. Another form of bias could be 

the non-response bias from the interviewees side which means that he or she would either 

be unwilling or unable to answer the question posed. Therefore, it is important to on the 

one hand ask easy questions which every interviewee will be able to answer. On the other 

hand, the questions must be phrased in a way in which the interviewee can talk a lot about 

the topic. Lastly, there are also mistakes that can happen from the interviewer’s side. An 
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example would be that the question is altered through changing some words and hence 

the meaning of the question would change and thereafter the response of the interviewee. 

Nevertheless, this was not the case in this thesis. 

4.7.2 Ethical Issues 

Besides having mentioned the limitations of this type of interview, there are also ethical 

issues which must be considered and addressed. These ethical issues include 

confidentiality and privacy issues which could harm the participants emotionally 

(Parveen & Showkat, 2017). Therefore, the following steps were taken to prevent these 

issues.  

Firstly, it was important that the procedure for the interview is laid out in writing and 

explained clearly to the interviewee. As confidentiality is an important concern, 

interviewees names will be not mentioned in this thesis unless their permission has been 

explicitly sought. A table summarizing the interview partners can be found in Chapter 5. 

Furthermore, the interviewees were asked for permission for any recorded contribution, 

in written form, on tape, or any other form necessary. This was guaranteed by asking the 

interviewee for their assent in writing prior to the interview. 

To provide a transparent process, the interviewees will be allowed access to the 

recordings and the final analysis of the thesis if desired. Lastly, it was crucial to 

anonymize the interview and inform the participant about this. This is an important factor, 

as it increases the trust which is important for the course of the interview.  
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5 FINDINGS / RESULTS 

The discussion of the findings comprises an in-depth analysis of the interviews that have 

been conducted in this thesis.  

Some interviews were held in German, as this was the preferred language of choice. 

Hence, the discussion part of the thesis will entail several citations and paraphrases of 

those German interviews which have been translated to English in the brackets “[]” 

following the German one. 

Table 2 provides a brief overview of the entrepreneurs that were interviewed. It shows 

the year the startup was found, the industry it operates in, the number of employees that 

work in the startup and the location the startup is situated in. 

 

Entrepreneurs Startup 

found 

Industry Number of 

employees 

Location 

Mr. Ochs 2018 Fintech (Financial 

Technology) 

12 Vienna 

Mr. Münz 2020 Digital Branche 2 Vienna 

Mr. Haschej 2019 Education 11 Vienna 

Mr. Wachtveitl 2020 Social Media 

Platform 

7 Vienna 

Ms. Martinez 2021 Education  

(E-Learning) 

2 Vienna 

Ms. Ambros 2019 Consulting and HR ≈ 30 Vienna 

Mr. Mamikonjan 2018 Fintech (Crypto) ≈ 30 Vienna 

Mr. Jayasekara 2021  Consulting & PR 3 Vienna 

Table 2: Overview of Interviews 

Table 3: Overview of interviewees 
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In terms of the chronology of concepts, the structure of the analysis will follow a similar 

scheme to that of the conceptual framework and the literature review, being: 

• Awareness of the SDGs among entrepreneurs 

• The usage and effectiveness of the support mechanisms 

• Greenwashing 

• Disincentive 

• Improvements 

The codes will be used accordingly to answer the research question: How well are the 

existing support mechanisms equipped to guide startups in implementing the SDGs? 

5.1 Awareness of SDGs among entrepreneurs 

Starting the interview, participants were asked to elaborate on how well known the SDGs 

are in Austria and in the startup environment. Whilst three of the entrepreneurs mentioned 

that the awareness on the SDGs and sustainability in general improved over time and 

three found that it depends on education, all agreed upon the fact that that there is a 

general awareness on the SDGs in Austria and in the startup environment as can be seen 

in table 4 below.  

Awareness 

Improved 3 

Depends on education 3 

Table 4: Awareness of SDGs among entrepreneurs 

Mr. Münz, who is the founder of a startup in the digital industry, states that the 

Sustainable Development Goals “... became relatively important because the whole 

society itself is moving towards this sustainable business.“ (M. Münz, personal interview, 

Vienna, April 20, 2021). He claims that whenever startups are founded, they must include 

some type of sustainable aspects into their business, as otherwise they may not be 

attractive to the market.  

This statement is supported by Mr. Jayasekara, who is the founder of a startup that offers 

sustainability consulting for companies. He states: “Ich glaube dem Großteil sind die 

SDGs ein Begriff.“ [I think most people are familiar with the SDGs.] (M. Jayasekara, 

personal interview, Vienna, Mai 05, 2021). However, he also talks about the problem that 

the SDGs are known as a badge rather than on a profound level. This statement addresses 



SUPPORT MECHANISMS FOR AUSTRIAN STARTUPS IN ACHIEVING THE UNITED NATION SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 
 

 

 

72 

the problem of greenwashing in terms of the Sustainable Development Goals, which will 

be elaborated on in a later chapter.  

Nonetheless, the literature revealed that Austria is struggling with a lack of awareness on 

a public and political level (OECD, 2020). It was argued that the reason for the lack of 

awareness was a slow rollout of the updated strategy for communication and education 

(OECD, 2020). 

As mentioned beforehand, three entrepreneurs mentioned that the awareness on the SDGs 

and sustainability in general improved over time. However, this does not fully concur 

with what has been found in the literature. The OECD (2020) did in fact state that there 

have not been any changes in the public awareness concerning the SDGs in the recent 

years. Ms. Ambros states that the Sustainable Development Goals are increasingly 

gaining attention and that “especially in the startup environment there is a bigger 

awareness now and there are a lot of startups already that are impact driven and try to 

tackle the SDGs that are most relevant to their business model.” (L. Ambros, personal 

interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). However, this statement may be seen as biased, as 

Ms. Ambros works in an impact startup. Mr. Haschej has a similar view on the 

improvement of the awareness, stating that “I feel like it got better over the past couple 

of years.” (M. Haschej, personal interview, Vienna, Mai 04, 2021). Conversely, he also 

stated that he does not think that everybody knows what the SDGs are, taking a broader 

view on the awareness and referring to the general population in Austria.   

Moreover, there were some suggestions that the awareness depends on factors such as the 

education and the surrounding, as these themes recurred throughout the interviews. Mr. 

Ochs argues that everyone on his team has the background and the mindset to say that 

one can't just ignore sustainability. Nonetheless, the startup from Mr. Ochs does not focus 

on the SDGs, due to reasons which will be elaborated on in a later stage.  

Likewise, Mr. Wachtveitl goes into more detail concerning the link between education 

and the awareness of the entrepreneurs and states: “Das hängt sehr mit dem akademischen 

Grad der Gründer zusammen.“ [This is very much dependent on the academic degree of 

the founders.] (N. Wachtveitl, personal interview, Vienna, April 27, 2021). He adds that 

in Austrian and Viennese startup hubs, nearly everyone has studied at least a few 

semesters and that the SDGs will eventually cross their way if they have studied in the 
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field of business administration. Therefore, he claims that "from the academic 

background of the founders, the SDGs are very present." (N. Wachtveitl, personal 

interview, Vienna, April 27, 2021). Therefore, one can argue that educational institutions 

play an important factor in the dissemination of knowledge and therefore not only support 

startups in implementing the SDGs but also generate talent for startups with a sustainable 

mindset.  

Similarly, to the previous entrepreneur, Ms. Martinez also talks about the importance of 

education in the creation of awareness. She states that “in educational institutions, like 

universities you will have multiple touch points with the SDGs as well.” (M. Martinez, 

personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). Moreover, she elaborates on the fact that the 

level of awareness “…depends on where you spend your time.” (M. Martinez, personal 

interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). Here, she argues that if one spends a lot of time in a 

social environment where people talk about the SDGs, such as an impact hub, this will 

enhance the awareness. This does not only pinpoint educational institutions as a source 

of knowledge on sustainability and the SDGs, but also business programs.  

The statements concerning the importance of education coincide with what has been said 

in the literature review, as it was pointed out that educational institutions are not only 

crucial for research and providing talent, but also for providing necessary knowledge, 

skills, and mindset (SDSN Secretariat, 2020). The literature review also revealed that this 

is also addressed in the SDGs itself, as a subgoal of SDG 4 states that “all learners acquire 

the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development…” (SDSN 

Secretariat, 2020).  

Furthermore, one can use the statements and the literature provided above to answer the 

question on how well known the SDGs are in Austria and the startup environment. The 

results in this chapter indicate that there is a general awareness concerning the SDGs. The 

interviews revealed that the level of awareness depends on factors such as the education 

and the surrounding of the entrepreneurs. This was proven by the literature, as 

entrepreneur first must gain the necessary knowledge through educational institutions to 

have a sustainable mindset. However, there is still room for improvement which will thus 

be explored in the following chapters. 
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5.2 Greenwashing 

Although entrepreneurs are aware of the SDGs and their importance, the literature review 

revealed that startups may use them for marketing purposes rather than having an impact. 

All experts were asked on their opinion if greenwashing is a problem in the startup 

ecosystem.  

Earlier in the interview, Mr. Jayasekara pointed out that the SDGs are known as a badge 

rather than on a profound level. Subsequently the interviewer asked him how he perceives 

the issue of greenwashing in the Austrian startup ecosystem. Concerning greenwashing 

he states „Ich glaube, dass viele Startups damit Geld machen und dass es ein sehr 

Ideologie getriebenes Thema ist.“ [I think a lot of startups are making money off of it, 

and it's a very ideology-driven topic.] (M. Jayasekara, personal interview, Vienna, Mai 

05, 2021). He uses the adage “Walk what you talk” when he states that companies should 

implement the SDGs consistently and rigorously. Additionally, he says that it is no use 

to have a social or impact business that does not deliver a business model or is self-

sustaining but lives on funding. Similarly, the literature review revealed that it is 

imperative for governments and other actors such as investors to check if startups 

contribute to greenwashing. 

Talking about this issue Mr. Jayasekara said: “Woran misst man, ob die Ziele, die von 

der UN vorgegeben sind, auch im Startup oder Unternehmen erreichbar sind und erreicht 

werden. Wie kann man messen, was mein Beitrag als Startup zu den SDGs war?“ [How 

do you measure whether the goals set by the UN are also attainable and achieved in a 

startup or company? How can you measure what my contribution as a startup has been 

towards the SDGs?] (M. Jayasekara, personal interview, Vienna, Mai 05, 2021). The 

same problem was highlighted in the literature review, as Vives (2019) mentions that the 

SDGs are worded so vaguely that companies can theoretically claim that any of their 

actions and strategies contribute to the achievement of the sustainable development goals. 

In addition, the statement of Mr. Jayasekara gives an indication that the SDGS are not 

really measurable for startups and therefore may not be viewed as so important and easily 

misused. 

On the topic of greenwashing, Mr. Ochs states that there are two different types of 

greenwashing, which are difficult to distinguish from each other. He says that on the one 
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side there is pure greenwashing and on the other side there is the option where startups 

are doing something good and use this for marketing purposes. Moreover, he states „Es 

gibt zwei Bestandteile. Die einen Startups die SGDs wirklich als integrales Business 

Model verfolgen; die machen kein Greenwashing, aber das ist deren Nische. Und dann 

gibt es andere Startups die mehr Marketing betreiben, als das was sie tatsächlich tun.“ 

[There are two components. On the one side there are startups that really pursue SGDs as 

an integral business model; they're not greenwashing, but that's their niche. And then 

there are other startups that do more marketing than what they actually do.] (C. Ochs, 

personal interview, Vienna, April 19, 2021). This coincides with the findings from the 

literature review which identified that critics see a risk that companies are merely using 

the SDGs as a communication tool without adapting their corporate strategy to the goals 

and measuring their achievement (Morgenstern, 2020). 

When asked about greenwashing, Ms. Martinez first did not know what the term means. 

However, after the interviewer explained the term to her, she stated “I think some startups 

do in fact say they are doing more towards sustainable actions, then they actually are.” 

(M. Martinez, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021).  Despite that, she argues that 

every startup and company will try to have a positive impact in some way. Similarly, the 

literature review unveils that any steps that a company takes to be sustainable and 

implement the SDGs is a step in the right direction. 

To sum up the chapter on greenwashing, one can say that the majority of the startups 

perceive greenwashing as a problem in the startup ecosystem. The main issue according 

to the entrepreneurs is that the SDGs may be seen as marketing tool and not as a guide to 

make a positive and sustainable impact in the world. the literature has revealed the same 

problem, as it is mentioned that startups may use the SDGs as a communication tool 

without adapting their corporate strategy to the goals and measuring their achievement 

(Morgenstern, 2020). This complies with another source which stated that the SDGs are 

worded too vaguely which may result in a situation where startups may claim that they 

contribute to the SDGs, although this has not been done and is not embedded within their 

strategy (Vives, 2019).  

The next chapter will thus focus on the discussion of the knowledge that the startup 

entrepreneurs have on support mechanisms within Austria. 
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5.3 Support mechanism usage 

When asked whether the participants knew the of existing support mechanisms 

concerning the SDGs, seven out of eight of the respondents reported that they did in fact 

know of some. Of these seven experts, two stated that they used one or more of them, 

while 5 did not make use of these as can be seen in table 5 below. 

SDG support mechanism 

Used 2 

Not used 5 

Table 5: Support Mechanisms Usage 

As Mr. Wachtveitl put it: “Ich kenne solche Unterstützungsmechanismen, aber ich habe 

sie bis jetzt noch nicht in Anspruch genommen.” [I know of these kinds of support 

mechanisms, but I haven't made use of them so far.] (N. Wachtveitl, personal interview, 

Vienna, April 27, 2021). On the one side his point of view shows that the support 

mechanisms are in fact known in the startup ecosystem. On the other side one may argue 

that there are not enough appealing incentives for the entrepreneurs to engage in these 

sustainable activities as entrepreneur did know some but did not think about utilizing 

them.  

When Mr. Ochs was questioned on his knowledge and the usage of support mechanisms 

he stated the following: “Unsere Investoren sind einer der größten Förderer in Österreich 

für financial literacy. Nur sind wir in diesen Prozess nicht eingebunden, weil wir zu klein 

sind. Wir müssen uns auf unser Business konzentrieren.“ [Our investors are one of the 

biggest promoters of financial literacy in Austria. Only we are not involved in this process 

because we are too small. We must focus on our business.] (C. Ochs, personal interview, 

Vienna, April 19, 2021). Interestingly, Mr. Ochs states that his startup does not make use 

of the support mechanisms, as they do not have the necessary capacities to contribute to 

the implementation of the SDGs. This ties in with the disincentives chapter of the findings 

section, as the startup prioritizes day-to-day activities rather than activities that deal with 

the SDGs.  

Furthermore, Mr. Mamikonjan noted that since they did not make use of the support 

mechanisms, they don't know what concrete support mechanisms there are in terms of the 

SDGs and sustainable matters. This shows that entrepreneurs who are not acquainted with 

the support mechanisms and the SDGs do not know how they can have a positive impact 



Support Mechanisms for Austrian Startups in achieving the United Nation Sustainable Development Goals 
 

 77 

on the company and its performance. However, this also raises the issue, which was 

mentioned in the literature review in the sense that there is still a lack of awareness on a 

public and political level (OECD, 2020). One could say that if there would be an increased 

awareness, not only on the SDGs themselves but also on the support mechanisms and the 

benefits, that more companies would engage in sustainable matters. 

Nevertheless, only a minority, being 2 out of 8 of the entrepreneurs, indicated that they 

have made use of support mechanisms concerning the SDGs. Mr. Haschej, the founder 

of a social impact startup concerned with education, stated that he received two funding 

from the Austria government which were related to the SDGs. One funding was from a 

social impact fund and the other one was a creative impact fund. Here Mr. Haschej argues 

that “without the SDGs …we would not have received the funding.” (M. Haschej, 

personal interview, Vienna, Mai 04, 2021). Adding to this he states that he rather focuses 

on the global problems than on the SDGs, as the SDGs are “a rather boring framework” 

in his view. (M. Haschej, personal interview, Vienna, Mai 04, 2021). 

On the same matter, Ms. Ambros stated that the startup has a “collaboration with UNIDO 

(United Nations Industrial Development Organization) concerning the SDGs.” (L. 

Ambros, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). She also says that the startup has 

“Recently … applied for a fund from Google, being the Impact Award, which plays into 

the topic of sustainability as well, as they support businesses which are working towards 

the implementation of the SDGS.” (L. Ambros, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 

2021). However, one must state that both startups that indicated that they have made use 

of support mechanisms concerning the SDGs, work in the area of sustainability and have 

selected at least one or more SDGs they work towards. Therefore, one can argue that both 

entrepreneurs are social entrepreneurs as they do not focus on profit maximization but 

rather serve the deficiencies within the social environment. This means that the startups 

create a social value while making money to run the business.  

To summarize the aspects gathered above it can be said that the support mechanisms in 

place may not work in favor of every startup. Yet the sustainable alignment and the 

support mechanisms that are geared towards the SDGs may provide an incentive for 

startups to implement them into their business. 
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5.4 Guiding Principle 

The single most striking observation to emerge from the interviews was that only two out 

of eight startups regard the SDGs as a guiding principle for their business. These are the 

same two startups that have made use of the support mechanisms concerning the SDGs, 

being Mr. Haschej and Ms. Ambros as identified in table 6.  

Guidance 

Yes 2 

No 5 

Specific SDG focus 3 

Table 6: SDG as Guiding Principle 

Talking about this issue Mr. Haschej stated that “the SDGs should not only be a guiding 

principle. SDGs should be the very foundation of what you are doing.” (M. Haschej, 

personal interview, Vienna, Mai 04, 2021). Moreover, he added that the business world 

needs to move into a direction where the companies and startups, work towards the 

Sustainable Development Goals. 

However, as mentioned prior, a common view amongst the interviewees was that the 

SDGs do not represent a guiding principle for their startups., as stated by Mr. Mamikonjan 

for example. He argues that the SDGs do not apply to the business model of the startup 

and his startup hence chose not to focus on them. However, at the same time he states 

that „im Sinne der Wirtschaft im Allgemeinen würde ich behaupten, dass sich viele darauf 

fokussieren.“ [in terms of business in general, I would argue that many focus on them.] 

(M. Mamikonjan, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). His standpoint indicates 

that the SDGs may not fit to the business model that his startup represents, whereas 

companies in the startup environment generally focus on the SDGs as part of their 

business. 

Mr. Jayasekara has a similar view towards the SDGs stating: „Für mich sind die SDGs 

kein Motivator oder Leitbild, das Startup zu Gründen.“ [For me, the SDGs are not a 

motivator or guiding principle to found the startup] (M. Jayasekara, personal interview, 

Vienna, Mai 05, 2021). Although he is the founder of a sustainable consulting startup, the 

SDGs are not necessarily acting as a guiding principle for his startup. When asked why 

this is the case, he stated that a business can be sustainable without looking at the SDGs. 

However, he also mentioned that two SDGs are reflected in his business model, being 

affordable electricity and climate protection, although he does not clearly identify them 
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as being a central concept of his business model. Therefore, one can say that the SDGs 

do not necessarily have to be an act as guiding principle and can still be incorporated into 

the business in other ways. 

To sum up the findings of this chapter, one can say that only a minority of entrepreneurs 

perceive the SDGs as a guiding principle for their startups. However, this does not 

necessarily mean that the startups that do not have the SDGs as guiding principle do not 

work towards the implementation of the SDGs.  

5.5 Disincentive 

The following section includes expert responses concerning disincentives for 

implementing SDGs. Entrepreneurs were questioned about what prevents companies & 

startups from aligning their business models along sustainability. It can already be 

mentioned that themes of money and time recurred throughout the interviews when 

posing the question above. Table 7 identifies the two prevalent disincentives and the 

frequency mentioned within the interview. These would be lack of funding, time and 

prioritization as well as regulations. 

Disincentive 

Time/Prioritization 2 

Lack of funding (Money) 8 

Table 7: Disincentive 

5.5.1 Lack of funding  

The majority (75%) of those who responded to this interview question felt that a lack of 

capital is the main reason that startups do not align their business models along 

sustainability.  

As Mr. Mamikonjan put it: „der finanzielle Aspekt kann Startups daran hindern sich 

nachhaltig auszurichten.“ [the financial aspect can prevent startups from aligning 

themselves sustainably.] (M. Mamikonjan, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). 

During the interview he stated that the cost factor is decisive for companies not aligning 

their business models along sustainability and the SDGs. On the same notion Mr. Ochs 

stated that: „Ohne Geld und zusätzliche Ressourcen, werden Startups immer nur nah an 

ihren Möglichkeiten arbeiten werden können.“ [Without money and additional resources, 

startups will only ever be able to work close to their capacity.] (C. Ochs, personal 
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interview, Vienna, April 19, 2021). This raises the issue of a lack of funds provided by 

the government. However, the literature review indicated that there are several initiatives 

from the government such as the Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation and the EU 

strategy on sustainable finance to close this financing gap. One can argue whether the 

startups even know about these initiatives and whether it is perhaps too difficult to get 

hold of it. 

Mr. Münz alluded to the notion of the limited budget that a startup has and stated that: 

“Sustainable products are more expensive than not sustainable ones. If the startup does 

not have enough money or the budget is limited to certain fields then you need to decide 

either to go the sustainable way or the other one.” (M. Münz, personal interview, Vienna, 

April 20, 2021). A similar disincentive was raised in the literature review, stating that 

sustainability may not be profitable for startups in the short term. This can be explained 

by the fact that sustainable practices are often expensive, which may raise the issue of 

initial funding, as startups only have limited money available at an early stage. Mr. 

Haschej summarizes this problem by stating:  

I really think a lot of businesses think about how they are going to pay the salaries 

next months for example, instead of focusing on how to build a sustainable 

business over the next 10 years. If you think in the long term and if you look at 

all the problems in the world, there are so many opportunities out there. (M. 

Haschej, personal interview, Vienna, Mai 04, 2021) 

However, Ms. Ambros argued that companies who incorporate the sustainability and 

SDGs into the strategy of their business, perform financially better. She stated: “Even 

though it comes to profitability for example, I think research shows that when it comes 

to gender equality that companies perform better financially. (L. Ambros, personal 

interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). However, one must state that most sustainable 

practices are profitable in the long run, rather than in the short-term. Nonetheless she 

agreed with the fact that budget and costs are a rather large factor that play into this 

problem of not aligning the business model along sustainability.  

5.5.2 Time and prioritization 

A minority of participants (25%) indicated that time is a rather large factor when it comes 

to why startups do not align their business models along sustainability. As mentioned 
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earlier, Mr. Ochs stated that although their investors are working towards the 

implementation of the SDGs, there is not involved in the process as they are too small 

and have to focus on their business first. Furthermore he asked the following question: 

„Wie viel Zeit bleibt in einem Team, wo jeder schon etwas zu tun hat? Wer hat noch Zeit 

sich darum zu kümmern?” [How much time is left in a team where everyone already has 

things to do? Who still has time to take care of it?] (C. Ochs, personal interview, Vienna, 

April 19, 2021). As the startup is still young and the startup team is fairly small, the 

employees do not have a lot of time as the amount of work has to be distributed efficiently 

among all employees. However, he also states that ideally all employees should focus at 

least a bit on sustainability but not as a dedicated goal. Similarly, the literature review 

found that startups only have limited resources in terms of money and employees which 

may be the reason why only a minority actively pursue the implementation of the SDGs 

(McGuire, 2021).  

A similar view was shared by Ms. Martinez who mentioned that „there are so many things 

that you have to do as an entrepreneur and startup founder, that you have to prioritize. 

(M. Martinez, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). This disincentive was also 

discovered in the literature review as it was found that startups may not have the 

capacities and resources to invest into sustainable matters as they are too busy with their 

day-to-day activities. On the same matter, the literature review unveiled that startups 

rather prioritize the development then sustainable practices due to the lack of time and 

resources. 

This section showcases that despite of the support mechanisms in place, there are multiple 

obstacles in the way of startups implementing the SDGs. The replies of the entrepreneurs 

prove the findings of the literature review, which state that factors such as funding and 

time will make it difficult for startups to engage in sustainable practices.  

5.6 Effectiveness of Support Mechanisms 

The next section of the interview was concerned with the effectiveness of the support 

mechanisms. Two main themes emerged from the answers which were found through the 

categorization of the interviews.  

Effectiveness of Support Mechanisms  

Dependent effectiveness 3 
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Not effective 3 

Table 8: Effectiveness of Support Mechanisms 

On the one side, three of the entrepreneurs stated that the effectiveness depends on 

different factors such as the needs of the startup or the industry the startup operates in. 

On the other side, three entrepreneurs stated that the support mechanisms are not effective 

in their opinion which can be seen in table 8 above. Both themes will be explored in the 

section bellow. 

5.6.1 Dependent effectiveness 

A recurrent theme in the interviews was a sense amongst interviewees that the 

effectiveness of the support mechanisms depends on different factors.  

Mr. Münz stated that the support mechanisms are rather effective. However, he also stated 

that “it also depends on you as a team and you as a founder and what support you need, 

where you need the support and how fast you need the support.” (M. Münz, personal 

interview, Vienna, April 20, 2021). Here the interviewee addresses the slow bureaucratic 

processes, which are common in Austria. These processes can also be regarded as 

disincentives for startups, as the process of receiving funds is associated with a lot of 

effort.  

Mr. Mamikonjan on the other hand argued that the effectiveness of the support 

mechanisms is highly dependent on the industry in which the startup operates „Ich glaube, 

dass wenn man in einer Branche ist, welche von dem Staat sehr gefördert wird, dass man 

dort viel Hilfe bekommt. Zum Beispiel ist der Staat sehr interessiert im Bereich von 

‚Healthcare Technology‘ als in anderen Bereichen, die nicht so relevant sind wegen der 

Pandemie.” [I believe that if you are in an industry that is highly supported by the state, 

you will get a lot of help in that field. For example, the state is particularly interested in 

the area of healthcare technology compared to other areas that are not as relevant because 

of the pandemic.] (M. Mamikonjan, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). As Mr. 

Mamikonjan operates in the fintech industry, he claims that there a less supporting actors 

for this industry than for other industry that the government deems more important.  

The above-mentioned statements of the experts clearly show that the efficiency of the 

support mechanisms is linked to several factors. It is not enough to simply choose one of 

the various support mechanisms. It is necessary to look closely at the extent to which the 
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support mechanisms can help the company, what exactly they offer, and whether they are 

even represented in the industry in which the startup operates. 

5.6.2 Not effective  

When questioned on the effectiveness of the support mechanisms in terms of the SDGs, 

Mr. Wachtveitl mentioned that that they are not as effective in terms of sustainability 

itself. Interestingly he argues that „Jedoch in Bezug auf Gender Equality würde ich sagen, 

dass sie sehr effektiv sind.“ [However, in terms of gender equality, I would say they are 

very effective.] (N. Wachtveitl, personal interview, Vienna, April 27, 2021). He reasons 

that in Austria, there are various networks specifically for women only. He names the 

example of 'Female Founders', who support women in learning what they need in a startup 

environment, as the startup scene is a very male-dominated field.  

Furthermore, Mr. Ochs uncovered that the support mechanisms that he knows are not 

applicable for his startup. However, he states that he can't judge it from an overall 

economic point of view but rather speaks from the perspective as the one it affects. 

Lastly, Mr. Jayasekara has taken the stand that „Das Problem bei den SDGs ist, dass dort 

Ziele gegeben werden, aber ohne konkreten weg dahin.“ [The problem with the SDGs is 

that targets are given there, but without a concrete way to get there.] (M. Jayasekara, 

personal interview, Vienna, Mai 05, 2021). He argues that without a path, any goal is 

difficult to achieve which means that the SDGs and the associated support mechanisms 

are not very effective. Therefore, he states that there is a need to improve communication 

and dissemination of information.  

However, the literature revealed that there are multiple guides on how the SDGs can be 

applied. The SDG Industry Matrix for example aims to provide companies and startups 

with industry specific examples from different industries for actions for each Sustainable 

Development Goal (KPMG, 2020). The guide shows startups different ways on how 

SDGs are implemented in various industries which may reveal innovation opportunities 

and synergies that can arise from addressing the SDGs. Therefore, the interviews show 

discrepancies from the literature review, but may indicate that there must be done more 

in terms of marketing and information spread concerning these tools and guides.  
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To summarize this section and give an answer to the sub-research question provided 

above, one can say that the effectiveness of the support mechanisms depends on factors 

such as the industry the startup operates in and the SDGs that are prioritized by the 

government. This is also the reason why several entrepreneurs agreed on the fact that the 

support mechanisms are not effective for their startup. This aligns with the last theme that 

emerged from the interviews, being the improvements that have been proposed by the 

entrepreneurs.  

5.7 Improvements 

In the final part of the interview, respondents were asked what framework conditions 

would have to change for companies to consistently focus on future viability and their 

business models on sustainability. Here, several themes emerged from the answers in 

terms of the improvements that can be done, which can be seen in table 9 below.  

Improvements 

Improvements Government 7 

Responsibility of the company 5 

No structure of support mechanisms 4 

Investors 3 

Money 2 

Accelerator programs 2 

Education 1 

Table 9: Improvements 

However, the three improvements which were mentioned most frequently, were taken 

into account for the analysis. The first theme is concerning the improvements of the 

structure and availability of the information on the SDGs. The second theme is the 

responsibility of startups themselves which has the to improve in order for the SDGs to 

be implemented more broadly. The third and last theme was concerned with the role of 

the government.  

5.7.1 Structure of the Information on SDGs 

The most striking result to emerge from the answers to this question is that almost 40% 

of the interviewees stated that the communication and dissemination of information in 

terms of the SDGs needs improvement. The result is surprising in the sense that the 

literature review revealed several instruments, such as the SDG Industry Matrix or the 
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Why, When and How Guide for Businesses, which support ventures in establishing 

connections between their visions and missions and the indicators of the SDGs.  

Mr. Jayasekara states that although a majority understand and know the SDGs, there is 

no specific explanation of a way to achieve them. Moreover, he argues that without a 

path, any goal is difficult to achieve which makes the SDGs less effective. Towards the 

end of the interview, he sums it up by saying that: „Es bedarf einer Verbesserung der 

Kommunikation und Verbreitung der Information.” [There is a need to improve 

communication and dissemination of information.] (M. Jayasekara, personal interview, 

Vienna, Mai 05, 2021). Although there are several instruments and initiatives that provide 

support and information for startups, there is no platform that unites all in one.  

Interestingly Ms. Ambros mentioned that “there are so many support mechanisms in 

general that I do not know which are already in place.” (L. Ambros, personal interview, 

Vienna, April 28, 2021). She brings up an interesting insight into this field of the structure 

and dissemination of information concerning the SDGs that has been addressed by Mr. 

Haschej, as it showcases that there are in fact numerous support mechanisms which are 

available and accessible for startups. However, on the other hand this shows that the 

information is not presented in a way that is understandable and clearly accessible for 

ventures.  

Ms. Martinez provides an answer that reflects the responses of all other entrepreneurs by 

saying that “the structure has to be improved on because there is support from different 

kinds of institutions but if you are working in a startup you are worrying about so many 

things that you would need the information in an organized way in order to focus more 

on the SDGs and sustainability.” (M. Martinez, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 

2021). She strengthens her stance in her argumentation that “there are so many different 

sources of support, that startups tend to get lost.” (M. Martinez, personal interview, 

Vienna, April 28, 2021). This ties in with the statement made about the disincentives, as 

entrepreneurs must prioritize the development of their company and may not have time 

in the initial stages of their startup to take care of research on this specific subject matter.  

5.7.2 Responsibility of the company 

Besides the structure of the information on SDGS, a majority of the interviewed 

entrepreneurs pointed out that the implementation and accomplishment of the Sustainable 
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Development Goals is not just the task of the support mechanisms but of the startups and 

entrepreneurs themselves.  

Two of these four entrepreneurs (Mr. Haschej and Ms. Ambros) pointed out earlier in the 

interview that the SDGs do in fact act as a guiding principle for their business model. Mr. 

Haschej states that “the actual impact should be driven by entrepreneurs, startups and 

companies; those who offer solutions to the challenges that we currently face.” (M. 

Haschej, personal interview, Vienna, Mai 04, 2021). Having in mind the fact that Mr. 

Haschej is the founder of a social impact startup this answer provides an impact driven 

view to the question of improvement.  

On the same matter Ms. Ambros emphasizes this point of responsibility of the startups in 

terms of the implementation of the SDGs and adds another dimension, when she argues 

that “Founders and startups have to understand that focusing on sustainability will 

increase the performance of their business.” (L. Ambros, personal interview, Vienna, 

April 28, 2021). Concluding the interview, she sums up the answer to the question by 

stating that “In general, it would be important that the mindset of entrepreneurs and 

founders’ changes.” (L. Ambros, personal interview, Vienna, April 28, 2021). However, 

one must ask themselves how the mindset of the entrepreneurs can be changed. One might 

propose, to upsurge the information provided on the matter of sustainable practices in 

educational institutions such as schools and universities.  

Similarly, the other two interviewees (Mr. Ochs and Mr. Wachtveitl) who did not perceive 

the SDGs as a guiding principle for their business model stated that the startups 

themselves must make an effort in order to successfully realize the goals. During the 

interview, Mr. Ochs questioned if it is just the duty of the support mechanisms to promote 

their services in order for the startups to focus on future viability and sustainability. 

Accordingly he stated “Ich finde als Unternehmen, musst du dich schon selbst darum 

kümmern.“ [I think as a company, you must take care of it yourself.] (C. Ochs, personal 

interview, Vienna, April 19, 2021). He argues that even small startups must incorporate 

sustainability into their business plan.  

Correspondingly Mr. Wachtveitl states that: „Wir als Startups müssen es schaffen bei der 

Entwicklung zu lernen, dass wir erneuerbare Energien und umweltverträgliche 

Ressourcen in das Startup einplanen, sodass die Nachhaltigkeit ein Teil des 



Support Mechanisms for Austrian Startups in achieving the United Nation Sustainable Development Goals 
 

 87 

Unternehmens ist.“ [We as startups must manage to learn how to plan renewable energy 

and environmentally sustainable resources into the startup, so that sustainability is a part 

of the business.] (N. Wachtveitl, personal interview, Vienna, April 27, 2021). As 

mentioned earlier, it is crucial for the supporting mechanisms to motivate and inform 

startup entrepreneurs to implement sustainable practices and thus create awareness for 

sustainability. However, the entrepreneurs agree that the incremental change must be 

initiated by the startups themselves in order for them to be successful. 

5.7.3 Government 

The last theme that emerged from the question on what framework conditions would have 

to change for companies to consistently focus on future viability and their business 

models on sustainability was that the government has address the 2030 Agenda to greater 

extent and create more incentives for startups and investors. Mr. Haschej stated that “that 

not only the companies but also the governments have to change their mindset in terms 

of the prioritization of the SDGs.” (M. Haschej, personal interview, Vienna, Mai 04, 

2021). Earlier in the interview, he pointed out that the Government needs to address and 

at the same time support the 2030 Agenda more intensively than what has happened up 

until this point. 

According to Mr. Münz the regulatory framework and the government is the most 

important support mechanism. “The government itself has the most important role, 

because the government needs to make it attractive to invest into sustainable companies 

and projects. (M. Münz, personal interview, Vienna, April 20, 2021). Moreover, he offers 

a proposal saying that there should an improved support system which “makes it easier 

to found a company related to sustainability or giving money support to companies and 

startups that are focusing on sustainable aspects.” (M. Münz, personal interview, Vienna, 

April 20, 2021).  

Mr. Jayasekara supports the statement of Mr. Münz as he argues that the government 

plays a major role but must establish appropriate steering instruments.  

Both Ms. Ambros and Mr. Jayasekara suggest that the government should implement 

more regulations that create an incentive for startups. Ms. Ambros claims that “there 

would be a need of implementing more regulations and having a better incentive for 

sustainable practices and business models.” (L. Ambros, personal interview, Vienna, 
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April 28, 2021). She argued that the government must create more awareness by having 

more campaigns in the area of sustainability which would increase the effectiveness of 

the SDGs. Accordingly, Mr. Jayasekara mentioned that the regulatory framework should 

focus on measures that encourage companies not to use up resources in the first place and 

thus save them and be able to use them in the long term.  

Summarizing the section on the improvements for the support mechanisms, one can say 

that there is still room for improvement. Not only must the regulatory framework be 

overhauled, but also the startups themselves must acknowledge that they are the ones that 

drive the innovation and change. Thus, the mindset of the entrepreneurs must change, 

meaning that they have to comprehend the importance of the SDGs and the associated 

sustainable practices. 
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6 DISCUSSION 

The analysis and evaluation of the interviews and the resulting findings in conjunction 

with the literature review revealed that the educational institutions as well as the startup 

ecosystem are prevalent factors that raise the awareness on SDGs. As already identified 

within the literature, they make it possible to obtain the necessary information, which was 

further confirmed by the experts.  

Furthermore, the literature review identified greenwashing as a pervasive issue. The 

interview confirmed that the problem of greenwashing is still dominant when it comes to 

the implementation of the SDGs within startups as they are frequently misused for 

marketing purposes and thus startups claim that they support the SDGs and have listed 

these within their business model and strategy although this is not the case. 

The interviews have further uncovered that although there are already various support 

mechanisms in place, as highlighted in the literature review, and they are more or less 

known, they are mostly not used because they do not meet the needs of the startups and 

because the startups do not have the necessary financial resources or the time to deal with 

them. This is somewhat controversial considering that the literature research showed the 

positive impact that support mechanisms can have on startups. Nevertheless, those 

support mechanisms in favor of the SDGs have been identified to incentivize the 

implementation of these mechanisms. The effectiveness of the support mechanisms 

further depends on the specific industry of the startup as well as government regulations. 

To improve the usage of the support mechanisms the regulatory framework must 

consequently be revised by implementing more regulations that create incentives for 

startups. Correspondingly the startups must understand and capture the importance of the 

mechanisms as well as the power of the SDGs. 
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7 CONCLUSIONS 

The goal of this thesis was to use existing literature and primary information to find out 

how well the existing support mechanisms are equipped to guide startups in implementing 

the SDGs. Furthermore, the research identified what improvements can be taken for the 

support mechanisms to best support the startups in the implementation of the SDGs.  

The primary research has been conducted in the form of semi structured in-depth 

interviews with startup entrepreneurs in Austria and validated the appropriateness of 

concepts uncovered and identified in the literature review.  

This thesis focused on the research question of: How well are the existing support 

mechanisms equipped to guide startups in implementing the SDGs? 

The results have shown that there is still a need for improvement concerning the support 

mechanisms to best support and guide startups in implementing the SDGs. Firstly, the 

communication and dissemination of information in terms of the SDGs must be 

improved. Concerning this issue, the findings point out that there are countless different 

sources of support which however may confuse startups due to missing information and 

guidance. Although there are several instruments, such as the SDG Industry Matrix or the 

Why, When and How Guide for Businesses, which support ventures in establishing 

connections between their visions and missions and the indicators of the SDGs, there is 

no platform with an overview or summary of the different support mechanisms.  

Furthermore, the results indicate that the implementation of the SDGs is not the 

responsibility of the actors of the support mechanisms but rather that of the startups itself. 

This can be explained by the fact that the change and innovation is driven by the startups 

and the supporting mechanisms only play a secondary role. It is also important to note 

that it is not only up to startups to commit to sustainable development and the sustainable 

development goals, there must also be change in the political framework and legal 

regulations in the ecosystem and support mechanisms in order to achieve this 

development. Nonetheless, it can also be argued that sustainable policies do not only rely 

on the companies' own responsibility, but rather demands it. In contrast, policymakers 

themselves must ask and answer the question of the extent to which the framework 

conditions are set correctly or where improvements are needed. This further answers the 
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sub-research question on what framework conditions would have to change in order for 

companies to consistently focus on future viability and their business models on 

sustainability.  

While, support mechanisms such as educational institutions and funding providers were 

perceived as helpful, the regulatory framework leaves much to be desired. Here it can be 

argued that the government must implement more regulations concerning the SDGs and 

create more proficient incentive for sustainable practices and business models. This gives 

a good overview on how effective the existing support mechanisms are.  

Furthermore, the research identified how well known the SDGs are in Austria and in the 

startup environment. The interviews revealed that although the awareness concerning the 

SDGs is rather high, it depends on factors such as the education and the surrounding of 

the entrepreneurs. Moreover, the results of the thesis disclosed that the SDGs do not 

necessarily provide a guiding principle for new business areas and models. This was only 

the case for impact startups and social entrepreneurs.  

However, it must be said that the eight entrepreneur that were interviewed in the course 

of this thesis are a small sample which may not represent the population as a whole. This 

will be further elaborated in the chapter on limitations. 

 



SUPPORT MECHANISMS FOR AUSTRIAN STARTUPS IN ACHIEVING THE UNITED NATION SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 
 

 

 

92 

8 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

8.1 Limitations 

Every type of research has its flaws and therefore the research method of this thesis is not 

without limitations. This thesis used a qualitative approach to identify underlying 

assumptions that have not been acknowledged in the literature review thus far.  

The first limitation is concerning the convenience sampling approach. Although this 

proved to be the most effective approach, there might have been a chance of a bias in the 

choice of the interview partners as mentioned in the methodology section before. 

Therefore, it might be difficult to make generalizations from the sample to the population 

that was studied. However, it must be stated that over 100 interviewees were contacted, 

and the interviewer did not know which interviewees would agree to participate. 

Another limitation that may be identified as well in this thesis, is the geographic 

demographics of the interviewees and the focus on a specific location. As this thesis 

focused on Austria, the literature review and the primary research solely focused on 

entrepreneurs and the startup ecosystem in Austria. However, the inclusion of further 

geographical locations could have provided additional insights into the support 

mechanisms toward the Global Agenda 2030 and solve the inherent issue of 

generalizability and validity. 

Lastly, due to the Corona Crisis and the associated restrictions, the interview process had 

turned out to be more difficult than expected. Therefore, some interviews were held in 

person and some interviews were held using Microsoft Teams, a collaborative and chat-

based workspace. The disadvantages and the resulting limitations of virtual interviews, 

where a lack of personal connection, virtual fatigue, and network instabilities.  

Virtual interviews reduce personal contact and understanding in comparison to face to 

face interviews. Furthermore, virtual fatigue is a common side effect of numerous virtual 

meetings and simultaneously sitting in one place for a long time. The interviewee was 

able to notice a difference between the meetings held virtually and the meetings held in-

person. Lastly, a problem that occurred in some interviews that were held online was 

network instability, which interrupted the interview, as the interviewee had to ask the 

participants to repeat themselves if parts were missed.  
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8.2 Recommendations & Future Research 

The final section of this thesis will focus on recommendations for future research.  

Firstly, it would be interesting to compare and contrast the support mechanisms and their 

effectiveness in different countries. Having a comparison would allow the researcher to 

find best practice examples and eventually develop a universal guide to support startups 

in becoming more sustainable. Therefore, a recommendation and avenue for future 

research would be to broaden the sample size to European countries or even on a global 

spectrum. Furthermore, the highest ranked startup ecosystems could be investigated and 

compared to identify further improvements to counteract the previously identified 

disincentives. 

Another recommendation for future research would be to not only interview Startups but 

also the stakeholders within the startup ecosystem. This would allow for a more inclusive 

picture of the startup ecosystem and the different actors. One could analyze the different 

perspectives and opinions to have a more fluent flow of information and to gain a deeper 

understanding of the factors that play a role outside the startup companies and why there 

are which regulations, business programs and education systems.  

Lastly, it would be interesting for future research to not only focus on startups but also 

make a comparison between startups and established conglomerates. This would allow 

for a further analysis and give insights into how they differ and what could potentially be 

improved on both sides. 

In summary, future research should aim to replicate results on a larger scale, as the main 

limitation of this thesis was the small sample size. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 – Interview Partners 

Entrepreneur Sex Industry Interviewing Mode Duration 

Mr. Ochs M Fintech  MS Teams 30 

Mr. Münz M Digital Branche MS Teams 16 

Mr. Haschej M Education MS Teams 26 

Mr. Wachtveitl M Social Media Platform MS Teams 24 

Ms. Martinez F Education (E-Learning) In person 14 

Ms. Ambros F Consulting and HR In person 12 

Mr. Mamikonjan M Fintech (Crypto) In person 13 

Mr. Jayasekara M Consulting & PR MS Teams 28 

Table 10: Interview Partner 

 




