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Market and Nonmarket Strategies in Focus: How Entrepreneurs Tackling the 

Grand Challenge of Waste Management Navigate Institutional and Market 

Adversity in Ghana.  

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Waste management remains a critical grand challenge in African countries. While entrepreneurship 

has been a viable strategy for addressing this challenge, it is fraught with constraints. This study 

investigates the strategies orchestrated by entrepreneurs to navigate adversity in Waste 

management and ensure the social and economic viability of their ventures. Based on 37 in-depth 

interviews with entrepreneurs and management personnel from 14 Waste management companies 

in Ghana, our findings reveal that entrepreneurs face formal, informal, and market-related 

challenges that limit scalability and increase business attrition. In response, they deploy market, 

nonmarket social, and nonmarket political strategies, with success largely dependent on their 

environmental and relational managerial competencies. Our paper contributes to the nexus of 

entrepreneurship and grand challenges by providing an integrative framework that captures the 

full journey of entrepreneurial efforts in tackling Waste management challenges. Moreover, we 

offer practical implications for policymakers and entrepreneurs seeking to foster sustainable Waste 

management solutions in Africa. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Grand challenges (henceforth, GC) are large-scale and complex problems that are difficult 

to solve, but whose resolution would result in significant and transformative societal impact 

(George et al., 2016). In many countries, waste management (henceforth, WM) is one of the most 

pressing GCs, largely due to its wider implications for health and environmental sustainability.  In 

Africa particularly, WM is exacerbated by rapid urbanisation, population growth, and inadequate 

infrastructure. Many cities across the continent struggle with inefficient waste collection, poor 

recycling systems, and environmental pollution, which pose significant threats to public health, 

economic stability, and sustainable development (Debrah et al., 2022). While governments and 

international organisations have introduced policies to address these challenges, institutional 

voids, weak enforcement mechanisms, and financial constraints often hinder their effectiveness 

(Mair & Martí, 2009; Webb et al., 2020). In response, entrepreneurial ventures have increasingly 

emerged as key players in WM, leveraging innovative business models, digital technologies, and 

community-driven approaches to create sustainable solutions (George et al., 2021; Volkmann et 

al., 2021).  

Although entrepreneurship has been increasingly recognised as a viable strategy to tackle 

GC (Mair & Martí, 2009; Markman et al., 2019; Ricciardi et al., 2021), prior work emphasised 

that successful entrepreneurial solutions to GCs depend on formal and informal institutions 

(Volmar & Eisenhardt, 2024; Webb et al., 2020). In the African context, severe ‘institutional voids’ 

– defined as a “lack or a failure of existing institutions to support efficient and effective market 

transactions” (Web et al., 2020, p. 504), – remain one of the greatest challenges to addressing GCs, 

with the substantial frailty of formal and informal institutions exacerbating pressures on 

entrepreneurs and hindering their efforts (Badjeena, et al., 2024; Nwauche & Claeyé, 2024; Ogah, 

2023; Derks et al., 2024, Muheirwe et al., 2022).  

Despite these insights, research often focuses on the entrepreneurial opportunities and 

challenges presented by GCs, with limited attention given to the specific strategies entrepreneurs 

employ to navigate the challenges and constraints (Adewunmi, 2024; Badjeena et al., 2024). 

Indeed, scholars have increasingly called for deeper exploration of these strategies to advance the 

understanding of how entrepreneurs successfully operate in such contexts (Ramírez‐Pasillas et al., 

2020). This paper aims to investigate the strategies that WM entrepreneurs in Ghana use to 

overcome adversity and ensure the viability of their ventures. More specifically, we address the 

research question: How do WM entrepreneurial ventures overcome the challenges that constrain 

the social and economic viability of their business? Addressing this question is important because 

waste management entrepreneurs operate at the intersection of urgent environmental and public 

health challenges and severe institutional constraints. It will also offer critical insights into 
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strategies for fostering sustainable enterprise in resource-constrained environments, contributing 

to more effective responses to one of Africa’s most pressing development challenges. 

We conducted 37 in-depth interviews with entrepreneurs and senior managers from 14 WM 

companies operating in Ghana, a country that faces significant environmental and sanitation 

challenges (Lissah et al. 2021). Our findings reveal that WM entrepreneurial ventures face formal 

(regulatory inconsistencies, weak institutional support, political inertia), informal (stigmatization 

of waste work, low patronage of waste collection services), and market-related (low scale 

economies, insolvency) challenges, limiting scalability and increasing business attrition. These 

structural barriers lead to two contrasting outcomes—social push reinforcement and economic 

futility—driving entrepreneurs to pursue market, nonmarket social, and nonmarket political 

interventions, with success largely dependent on their environmental and relational managerial 

competencies. 

Our paper makes three contributions. First, we contribute to the literature examining the 

intersection of entrepreneurship and GCs by providing an integrative framework that captures the 

full journey entrepreneurs undertake when addressing the GC of WM, from the motivations 

driving their investments to the constraints they face and the strategies they employ to overcome 

them. Our integrative approach unifies fragmented research on the antecedents, enablers, and 

forms of entrepreneurship for tackling GCs (e.g., Doh et al., 2019; George et al., 2021; Dentoni et 

al., 2018) Second, we contribute to research on the drivers of entrepreneurship in GCs (Markman 

et al., 2019; Ricciardi et al., 2021) by expanding the emphasis beyond altruistic-focused works 

(Saebi et al., 2019) to examine the role of social recognition and reputation-building as antecedents 

of entrepreneurial initiatives to address GCs. Further, we contribute to a deeper understanding of 

the boundary conditions of the drivers of entrepreneurship in GCs, which are less know in the 

literature. Third, our study expands understanding of the challenges entrepreneurs face when 

addressing GC, a topic often overshadowed by research on the drivers, forms, and outcomes of 

entrepreneurial action (Fernhaber & Zou, 2022). We highlight how weak governance structures 

and entrenched social behaviours—often serving as free substitutes for market-based solutions—

undermine economic incentives for entrepreneurial interventions, potentially explaining the slow 

progress toward SDGs in developing countries.  

 

THEORTICAL BACKGROUND 

Grand Challenges and Entrepreneurship  

Grand challenges are defined as " specific critical barrier(s) that, if removed, would help 

solve an important societal problem with a high likelihood of global impact through widespread 



 

4 
 

implementation (George et al., 2016; p 1881). This concept was originally coined in 1900 to 

explain a set of 23 problems that needed to be addressed (Hilbert, 1902). GCs can be likened to 

complex, large-scale societal problems that are difficult to solve due to their multifaceted nature 

and the involvement of multiple stakeholders (George et al., 2016). This analogy effectively 

captures the essence of GCs whose solutions require behavioural shifts, organisational 

restructuring, and technological advancements, hence entailing managerial and scientific 

endeavour.  

In the context of Africa’s developing economies, GCs encompass complex, large-scale 

issues that hinder sustainable development, economic growth, and social progress. These 

challenges include extreme poverty, political instability, inadequate healthcare systems, food 

insecurity, and environmental degradation (Khavul, 2010; Kolk & Rivera-Santos, 2018), all of 

which are exacerbated by weak institutions and governance structures (Fischer et al., 2018; George 

et al., 2016). WM stand out as a critical issue affecting urban and rural areas alike. Rapid 

urbanisation, population growth, and weak institutional frameworks have led to inefficient WM 

systems, resulting in environmental pollution, health hazards, and economic losses (Achankeng, 

2003; Oteng-Ababio & Grant, 2020). Unfortunately, African governments have struggled to 

effectively tackle waste collection and disposal due to a combination of weak institutional capacity, 

inadequate funding, poor urban planning, and lack of enforcement of environmental policies 

(Ferronato & Torretta, 2019; Wilson et al., 2006; Oguntoyinbo, 2012). Additionally, corruption 

and mismanagement have resulted in the diversion of public funds meant for WM, exacerbating 

the problem (Katusiimeh et al., 2012). The lack of clear regulatory frameworks and enforcement 

mechanisms further hinders progress, as many governments fail to impose strict waste disposal 

guidelines or penalise illegal dumping (Ferronato & Torretta, 2019).  

Entrepreneurship is increasingly acknowledged as an effective approach for addressing 

GCs (Mair & Martí, 2009; Markman et al., 2019; Ricciardi et al., 2021). The literature highlights 

various internal and external drivers that shape entrepreneurial action in addressing GCs 

(Fernhaber and Zou, 2022). From an internal perspective, entrepreneurship literature frequently 

draws on social psychology, emphasising the role of entrepreneurial identity in shaping actions 

and aspirations (Barbera-Tomás et al., 2019; Dentoni et al., 2018; Lewis, 2019; Shaw and Carter, 

2007; Shumate et al., 2014). Entrepreneurs engage with GCs based on their self-concept— “who 

we are” and “who we want to be”—which influences the nature of their ventures (Fernhaber and 

Zou, 2022). External drivers, on the other hand, include macro-level factors such as institutional 

conditions, policy rhetoric, and market incentives (George et al., 2021; Salmivaara & Kibler, 2020; 

Volkmann et al., 2021; Wagner et al., 2021). Additionally, factors such as foreign aid (Moore et 
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al., 2020), commercialisation of public science (Fini et al., 2018), and digital technologies (George 

et al., 2021) play a crucial role in enabling entrepreneurial solutions to GCs. 

Beyond these drivers, theoretical perspectives on entrepreneurship and GCs emphasise the 

role of social capital (Venkatesh et al., 2017), partnerships (Bogers et al., 2016), and stakeholder 

theory (Scherer & Voegtlin, 2020), highlighting the collective nature of impact-driven 

entrepreneurship in addressing GCs. Moreover, the literature highlights how different 

entrepreneurial forms such as green entrepreneurship (Badjeena et al., 2024; Mondal et al., 2023), 

institutional entrepreneurship (Volmar & Eisenhardt, 2024), social entrepreneurship (Gupta et al., 

2020; Gras et al., 2020), collective entrepreneurship (Doh et al., 2019), female entrepreneurship 

(Chineme et al., 2022), informal entrepreneurship (Rogerson, 2001), youth entrepreneurship 

(Doukali, et al., 2024), are used to address socio-economic problems that underpin GCs.  

While significant contributions have improved our understanding of how entrepreneurship 

can drive solutions to GCs, critical gaps remain, particularly in the context of WM in developing 

economies such as those in Africa.  Existing research on WM in Africa has primarily examined 

opportunities and challenges. For example, Debrah et al. (2022), focusing on Sub-Saharan Africa 

including Ghana, identify major systemic challenges such as the absence of public education and 

awareness programmes on waste management, weak political will, inadequate funding, and the 

lack of coherent national waste management policies. These deficiencies contribute to poor 

household participation in waste services and limit the effectiveness of both public and private 

waste management initiatives. Similarly, Badjeena et al. (2024), in their study of 29 

environmentally friendly entrepreneurs in Togo, highlight opportunities linked to job creation and 

business growth within the transition to a circular economy, noting that economic motivations 

often outweigh environmental concerns for green entrepreneurs. However, their findings also 

reveal significant constraints, including limited access to appropriate financing and burdensome 

administrative and regulatory procedures, which restrict firm growth and scalability. Adewunmi 

(2024), drawing on a review of waste entrepreneurship in South Africa, further underscores the 

potential of waste-based ventures while identifying persistent barriers related to poverty, 

inadequate infrastructure, and environmental degradation that undermine entrepreneurial 

effectiveness.  Consequently, there is limited exploration of how entrepreneurial ventures navigate 

institutional and non-institutional constraints when addressing this grand challenge. Additionally, 

the absence, suppression, or weak manifestation of formal institutions that facilitate market 

transactions—commonly referred to as "institutional voids" (Mair & Martí, 2009; Webb et al., 

2020)—further complicate entrepreneurial efforts in WM, making it even more challenging for 

WM ventures to scale and sustain impact.  
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Institutions and Entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship for addressing GCs cannot be analysed without consideration of the formal and 

informal institutional context within which it occurs (Baumol, 1990; Denzau & North, 1994; 

North, 1990, 1997, 2005). Institutions serve as the foundational frameworks that govern political, 

economic, and social interactions, acting as “humanly devised constraints” that shape individual 

and collective behaviours (North, 1990, p. 3). North (1990) highlights that institutions establish 

norms, rules, constraints, and incentives that facilitate governance and regulate exchanges within 

societies. As such, institutions, as a theoretical lens, contributes to understanding the complex 

contexts within which entrepreneurial outcomes are achieved (Welter, 2011) and the nature and 

influence of institutions within the broader context of using entrepreneurship to address GCs 

(George et al., 2016). 

Institutions and entrepreneurship often exhibit a bidirectional relationship (Chowdhury et 

al., 2019). On the one hand, the literature posits that institutional environments shape the 

conditions for individual decision-making, which significantly influences the entrepreneurial 

process (Bjørnskov et al., 2022; Urban & Kujinga, 2017; Urbano et al., 2020). On the other hand, 

the literature posit that entrepreneurs can also act to reshape institutions in ways that serve their 

interests. Maguire, Hardy, and Lawrence (2004, p. 657) describe such individuals as “institutional 

entrepreneurs”—actors who leverage resources to create or transform institutional arrangements 

that align with their goals. These entrepreneurs often construct new systems of meaning that 

connect and reconfigure existing institutions (Garud, Jain, & Kumaraswamy, 2002), acting as 

catalysts for change by introducing novel organizational models and policies that redirect 

organizational practices and reshape institutional landscapes (Hwang & Powell, 2005). 

In many African settings, entrepreneurial activity is severely constrained by institutional 

voids, as weaknesses in both formal regulations and informal norms intensify the burdens faced 

by entrepreneurs (Murithi et al., 2020; Nwauche & Claeyé, 2024; Ogah, 2023). In the context of 

waste management, entrepreneurs may struggle with inconsistent or poorly implemented 

regulations, making it difficult to establish formal waste collection businesses. Moreover, 

inadequate infrastructure, such as a lack of designated waste disposal sites or recycling facilities, 

forces entrepreneurs to rely on inefficient, informal waste processing methods, limiting scalability 

and profitability (Chineme et al., 2022). Further, weak financial and legal support systems make it 

difficult for waste entrepreneurs to secure funding or formalise their operations, which in turn 

exacerbates their marginalisation within the broader economy (Derks, et al., 2024; Nwauche & 

Claeyé, 2024). Additionally, ineffective governance and corruption may lead to misallocation of 
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resources, where entrepreneurs face bureaucratic hurdles or must navigate unofficial channels to 

obtain permits and licenses (Godfrey et al., 2019).  

At the same time, informal institutional voids impact entrepreneurship in addressing waste 

collection in different ways. For example, in many African communities, waste disposal practices 

are shaped by long-standing cultural norms and traditional beliefs, which may not prioritise 

structured WM systems (Muheirwe et al., 2022). The absence of widely accepted informal norms 

governing waste segregation, recycling, and disposal can lead to resistance toward new WM 

initiatives, making it difficult for entrepreneurs to gain support and buy-in (Godfrey et al., 2016; 

Nzeadibe, 2013) for scaling up their ventures. Moreover, weak informal institutions can limit trust 

in entrepreneurial WM solutions.  

While prior research has identified institutional voids as a major constraint for 

entrepreneurial activity in developing economies, there is also evidence that entrepreneurs actively 

adopt strategies to navigate these adversities. For instance, Ebrashi and Darrag (2017) find that 

social entrepreneurs in developing markets address formal and informal institutional voids by 

creating support groups, promoting community collaboration, lobbying, creating informal 

cooperative mechanisms, etc. to compensate for formal and informal institutional voids. Similarly, 

other studies highlight strategic adaptations such as government activism, creating partnerships 

with local communities, and using reputation or legitimacy-building activities to secure support 

(Rosca, et al., 2020’ Santos, 2012; Stephan et al., 2015). 

Overall, the literature suggests that entrepreneurial activities are shaped by the institutional 

context (Baumol, 1990), which plays a critical role in enabling entrepreneurship to address GCs. 

Yet, many developing countries - particularly in Africa – face weak institutional environments – 

characterised by formal and informal institutional voids (Gee et al., 2019), and while prior studies 

acknowledge these barriers (Sydow et al., 2022), they provide limited insights into the specific 

strategies GC entrepreneurs use to overcome them. Existing research largely focuses on social 

entrepreneurship and general market contexts, leaving a gap in understanding how African waste 

management ventures, whose markets are nuanced by formal and informal institutional structures, 

deploy strategies to overcome the constraints they face. In response, this paper aims to investigate 

the strategies and practices WM entrepreneurs employ to navigate challenges within the African 

context. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

We adopted a qualitative research methodology to examine how waste management (WM) 

entrepreneurs navigate institutional challenges within their operating environments. Given that our 
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research question seeks to understand how organisational strategies unfold within complex and 

context-dependent institutional settings, a case study approach was particularly appropriate. 

Institutional challenges are inherently embedded in formal regulations, informal norms, and local 

market structures, making it difficult to separate entrepreneurial action from the broader 

institutional context. A case study design therefore enables an in-depth, context-sensitive 

examination of organisational-level strategies rather than focusing solely on individual lived 

experiences. We employed a multiple case study design (Eisenhardt, 1989) to facilitate systematic 

cross-case comparison. This comparative logic allowed us to identify patterns, relationships, and 

meaningful variations in how WM firms respond to institutional challenges, thereby strengthening 

analytic generalisation and enhancing the robustness of our findings (Baxter & Jack, 2008; 

Thomas, 2011). 

The study context and sample 

Ghana, a lower-middle-income country in West Africa, faces significant environmental and 

sanitation challenges, particularly in WM. The country generates an estimated 12,710 tons of solid 

waste daily, yet only 10% of this waste is formally collected and disposed of at designated sites 

(Lissah et al. 2021; Miezah et al. 2015). The majority of waste, particularly in urban areas, 

accumulates in drains, open spaces, and water bodies, exacerbating environmental degradation and 

posing serious public health risks. The most common waste disposal methods include open 

dumping, open burning, controlled burning, and tipping at designated sites, all of which contribute 

to pollution and unsanitary living conditions. The rapid urbanisation of Ghanaian cities has 

intensified the WM crisis, placing immense pressure on local authorities, who often lack the 

resources and infrastructure necessary to manage waste effectively. Given these systemic 

limitations, private sector actors, particularly entrepreneurs in the WM industry, have emerged as 

critical players in addressing this grand challenge. 

To construct our sample, we first contacted various metropolitan, municipal, and district 

assemblies across Ghana to obtain a list of WM companies with which they collaborate. From 

these lists, we deployed a purposive sampling strategy to identify a diverse group of WM 

companies operating in different regions of the country. We then reached out to the company 

owners, as well as senior and middle management representatives, inviting them to participate in 

the study. Eventually, 14 WM companies agreed to participate, and interviewed their founders and 

senior managers.  Table 1 presents detailed information on the study’s informants, their role, and 

the geographical distribution of their operations within Ghana. 

………………………………….. 

Insert Table 1 around here. 



 

9 
 

………………………………….. 

 

Data collection 

To ensure a comprehensive understanding of the research phenomenon, we employed a multi-

method qualitative data collection approach, primarily utilising semi-structured in-depth 

interviews and participant observations. The semi-structured interviews served as the principal 

data source, allowing for an in-depth exploration of the perspectives, motivations, and challenges 

of entrepreneurs in the WM sector. We conducted 37 in-depth interviews with entrepreneurs and 

management personnel from 14 WM companies across various parts of Ghana. These interviews 

provided valuable first-hand insights into the operational challenges, strategic adaptations, and 

institutional constraints shaping entrepreneurial activity in the sector. 

The majority of the in-depth interviews were conducted face-to-face at the informants’ 

workplaces, fostering a conducive environment for open and detailed discussions. However, for 

logistical reasons, four interviews were conducted via telephone. All interviews were conducted 

in English. Prior to data collection, one of the authors obtained ethical approval from their 

institution. All participants received an information sheet detailing the purpose of the study, 

confidentiality provisions, and their right to withdraw. Informed consent was obtained before each 

interview.  Interview durations ranged from 35 to 72 minutes. 

In addition to interviews, we incorporated participant observations to gain deeper insights 

into the everyday operational realities of the entrepreneurs and their enterprises. Visiting selected 

informants at their business premises allowed us to observe key activities, interactions, and 

decision-making processes in real time. Detailed field notes were recorded, capturing critical 

observations related to work routines, employee interactions, and operational challenges. These 

observational data served as an essential triangulation source, enriching our findings and 

enhancing the reliability of the information gathered through interviews. Observation visits were 

conducted once at the premises of 14 WM companies that consented to the study. During these 

visits, the researcher adopted an observer-as-participant role, observing operational routines and 

workplace interactions in a non-immersive capacity while maintaining transparency about the 

purpose of the research. Throughout the data collection phase, all participants received assurances 

of anonymity and data confidentiality.  

 

Data Analysis 
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To ensure a rigorous and systematic analysis of our data, we employed an analytical approach 

grounded in the methodological principles established by Gioia (2020) and Gioia et al. (2013). 

This approach follows a structured, multi-step process that facilitates a clear connection between 

empirical data and theoretical insights, allowing for the emergence of novel conceptual 

contributions (McMullen & Dimov, 2013). Our analytical process consisted of three key stages: 

generation of first-order concepts, development of second-order themes, and the development of 

higher-order aggregate dimensions.  

The first stage, generation of first-order concepts, involved systematically identifying key 

concepts within the data and organizing them into distinct first-order categories (Corley & Gioia, 

2004). During this phase, we carefully examined the interview transcripts and participant 

observations to extract meaningful concepts that reflected the lived experiences of entrepreneurs. 

For instance, when analysing motivations for social investment in WM, we observed that multiple 

respondents highlighted various issues and factors that reflected personal values, community 

expectation and societal concerns, public health concerns and social recognition. These recurring 

concepts were coded and grouped as first-order themes, providing an initial structure to the data. 

A crucial aspect of this process was the application of the constant comparative method, wherein 

we systematically compared data across different informants to identify patterns, similarities, and 

variations in their responses. This approach enabled us to refine our coding framework and ensure 

consistency in concept identification (Gephart, 2004). Observational field notes were considered 

alongside interview transcripts during the generation of first-order concepts. While the 

observational data largely corroborated participants’ accounts and did not produce substantively 

distinct themes, they functioned as a confirmatory triangulation mechanism, strengthening the 

credibility and contextual grounding of our interpretations. 

Following first-order concepts generation, we proceeded to the second stage, development of 

second-order themes, where we examined relationships between first-order categories and grouped 

them into broader second-order themes (Gioia et al., 2013). This process allowed us to synthesize 

related concepts into more cohesive thematic categories. We further abstracted the second-order 

themes into third-order categories to capture overarching dimensions. This structured approach 

enabled us to move from raw data to well-defined theoretical constructs, facilitating a deeper 

understanding of entrepreneurial behaviour in resource-constrained environments. 

To enhance the reliability and validity of our analysis, we adopted a collaborative and iterative 

validation process. First, we carefully examined whether interview mode appeared to influence 

response depth, thematic richness, or the emergence of key constructs. We did not observe 

systematic differences in the substance, level of detail, or conceptual contribution of telephone 

interviews relative to face-to-face interviews. Additionally, we engaged in peer debriefing. The 
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two co-authors who conducted the primary data analysis shared the evolving coding structure with 

the other two co-authors, both experienced qualitative researchers who were not involved in the 

initial coding. These debriefing sessions were structured around critically examining the fit 

between illustrative data and first-order concepts, assessing the coherence and distinctiveness of 

second-order themes, and evaluating whether the emerging aggregate dimensions were sufficiently 

grounded in the data. The peers were explicitly invited to challenge alternative interpretations and 

identify potential overlaps or ambiguities in the coding structure. This was not a one-time exercise 

but an iterative process integrated throughout the analysis, with feedback incorporated and the 

revised structure resubmitted for further critique until theoretical clarity and coherence were 

achieved (Ji et al., 2019). 

Moreover, we conducted member validation by presenting preliminary case-level findings 

to selected respondents from each participating WM company (Gibbert & Ruigrok, 2010). Because 

each WM company represented an independent case, these validation discussions were conducted 

separately rather than as focus groups. Participants were asked to assess whether our 

interpretations accurately reflected their experiences and organisational realities, and to indicate 

any misinterpretations or omissions. Participants confirmed the overall accuracy of the case 

interpretations, and minor clarifications were incorporated into the final coding structure. This 

iterative refinement process strengthened the credibility and robustness of our analytical 

framework. The resulting data structure, depicted in Figure 1 and 2, visually represents the 

evolution from illustrative concepts to first-order themes, second-order categories, and ultimately 

to the higher-order aggregate dimensions that explain entrepreneurial social investment in WM. 

Furthermore, Table 2 provides illustrative quotes and supporting evidence demonstrating how our 

data informed the development of these theoretical constructs. 

…………………………………………………..…….. 

Insert Table 1 and Figures 1 and 2 around here. 

…………………………………………..…………….. 

RESULTS 

Drivers of social investment in residential waste management 

The analysis of our data shows diverse motivations propelling entrepreneurs towards embarking 

on residential WM. These motivations, ascertained through our data, can be broadly categorised 

into two distinct themes: social push and economic pull.  

 

Social push: personal values, societal needs, environmental and health concerns 
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In the specific context of social pull, the term encompasses a set of external social and community-

driven forces that strongly influence entrepreneurs' decisions to invest in residential WM. These 

factors originate from entrepreneurs' personal values, societal needs, environmental concerns, and 

the increasing demand for improved sanitation and public health. Social pull creates a sense of 

urgency and moral responsibility, compelling entrepreneurs to intervene in WM, particularly in 

contexts where government or municipal authorities provide inadequate services. Thus, this form 

of motivation aligns entrepreneurial activities with broader community well-being and 

environmental sustainability. 

One of the most significant social pull factors identified in our study is the entrepreneur’s 

personal value system, which encompasses their intrinsic beliefs, ethical considerations, and 

commitment to social responsibility. Entrepreneurs motivated by personal values view WM not 

just as an economic opportunity, but as a moral obligation and a means of contributing to societal 

well-being. Their engagement in the sector is often driven by a deep-seated commitment to 

sustainability, community welfare, and environmental stewardship. Many entrepreneurs in our 

study expressed a strong sense of personal duty to address waste-related challenges in their 

communities. 

 

“…it’s said that where there are problems there also business opportunities. waste management is 

a big problem in this country and I believe it’s everyone’s moral obligation to help keep the 

environment clean. This was the primary driver for me…” (INT5) 

 

Our data also reveal that community expectations and societal concerns serve as powerful 

social pull factors that encourage entrepreneurs to engage in residential WM. In many developing 

economies, including Ghana, waste accumulation in residential areas poses serious environmental 

and public health risks. With weak institutional frameworks and limited government intervention, 

communities often rely on private-sector actors to fill the service gap in waste collection and 

disposal. Entrepreneurs who are deeply embedded in these communities experience direct social 

pressure to respond to these unmet needs. They often view their businesses not only as commercial 

ventures but as mechanisms for community service and development. This sentiment was echoed 

in our interviews, as illustrated by the following response: 

 

“I was initially drawn into this business by the need to rid my community of the filth that was 

engulfing it. The guys from the assembly in charge of collecting the waste were not regular and for 

several days there would be piles of waste infront of people’s houses so I decided to venture into it 

and see if at least I could just breakeven…” ( INT9) 
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Another critical social pull factor emerging from our data is the concern for public health and 

environmental sustainability. Poor WM contributes to a range of health hazards, including the 

spread of waterborne diseases, respiratory illnesses from burning waste, and pest infestations. As 

awareness of these risks grows, entrepreneurs are increasingly drawn to the sector, not just to build 

businesses, but to mitigate these environmental and health-related threats. Additionally, the global 

push for sustainable practices and the increasing emphasis on eco-friendly WM solutions such as 

recycling, composting, and circular economy initiatives, have created strong social pressures for 

entrepreneurs to adopt environmentally conscious business models as shared by one of the 

informants in the interview quotes below. 

 

“…yes, we need to make profit but the primary thing for us is to help make the environment safe 

enough for all of us. Visit those communities around the landfills in the towns and it’s a looming 

danger. That’s why we’re trying to invest in recycling instead of just waste collection.” (INT23) 

 

The pursuit of social recognition and legitimacy also emerged as a key driver influencing 

entrepreneurs to invest in residential WM. Unlike traditional business ventures, WM enterprises 

are closely linked to public welfare, and entrepreneurs in this sector often gain significant social 

respect and credibility for their contributions to community well-being. Many entrepreneurs in our 

study expressed that their involvement in WM elevated their social status, allowing them to gain 

trust, influence, and a stronger reputation within their communities. Some described how their 

businesses positioned them as change agents and community leaders, which in turn opened doors 

to greater professional opportunities and social capital. The significance of social recognition was 

reflected in the following interview excerpts: 

 

“…to be told you have done well…alone is good thing for me. When people recognize your role in 

their lives and say ‘thank you’, that means a lot to some of us….”( INT6) 

 

“…it’s not all the time that you can make monetary profit. The goodwill you gather for dong good 

to the society that made what you are in invaluable…This is something [i.e., doing good to the 

society] we cherish that a lot as an organisation, and our founder, who is also the CEO loves to 

hear that.” (INT21) 

 

Economic pull: uncontested market and job creation 
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Economic pull represents market-driven incentives and financial opportunities attracting 

entrepreneurs to residential WM. Unlike socially rooted motivations, economic pull factors are 

profit-oriented and market-responsive, offering strong financial justifications for sector 

engagement. Our data show these drivers often stem from uncontested market opportunities and 

job creation potential, making WM financially viable and strategically attractive. In many 

developing economies, including Ghana, the sector remains underexplored yet lucrative due to 

urbanization, rising waste generation, and inadequate public WM services. 

A key driver is uncontested markets—high-demand sectors with limited competition. In 

many urban and peri-urban areas, insufficient or absent public services create a vacuum for private 

intervention. Entrepreneurs exploit these gaps to establish reliable, scalable WM enterprises, 

gaining first-mover advantages, brand dominance, and government contracts. Such markets also 

enable diversification into recycling, composting, organic waste processing, and waste-to-energy 

initiatives. The following interview excerpts illustrate how entrepreneurs leverage these gaps to 

build profitable, scalable WM businesses.: 

 

    “The government through the assemblies is not able to do much. And that leaves a lot of room 

for private hands to come in. That opportunity to make some money from trash is what drives us 

into this whole waste management thing.” (INT29) 

 

“there is a lot of opportunity in the waste management industry (INT31). Government can’t do 

much. We are currently thinking of developing a biogas plant which we know government wouldn’t 

do. We require a lot of money for that but it’s still good to dream.” (INT2) 

 

Another critical component of economic pull is the job creation potential of WM 

enterprises. As a labour-intensive sector, WM requires personnel across diverse skill levels. Many 

entrepreneurs are motivated by opportunities to generate sustainable employment while expanding 

their businesses, particularly for marginalized groups, including low-income individuals, informal 

waste pickers, and unemployed youth. By formalizing labour, WM enterprises foster poverty 

reduction, economic empowerment, and social stability, while also creating indirect employment 

in sectors such as logistics, recycling, and eco-product manufacturing. The following quotes 

further illustrate this dynamic: 

 

    “There is a lot of youth unemployment in the country. So I thought starting a business like this 

would provide employment not only for the skilled workers but also for those without formal 

training...” (INT33) 
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Beyond identifying the social push and economic pull drivers motivating entry into residential 

WM, our data further reveal that entrepreneurs’ sustained investment in the sector is shaped by 

their readiness to anticipate and manage uncertainty. Several respondents described operating in 

an environment characterised by regulatory unpredictability, fluctuating patronage, political 

inertia, and inconsistent enforcement of sanitation laws. In response, entrepreneurs emphasised the 

importance of always “having a plan” when conditions change and preparing for potential 

disruptions in revenue flows, contract renewals, or community compliance. This forward-looking 

orientation reflects what we describe as contingency readiness, an embedded preparedness to adapt 

to unforeseen institutional and market shifts. Rather than entering the sector naively, entrepreneurs 

demonstrated an awareness of environmental volatility and a deliberate effort to remain 

operational despite structural constraints. 

Closely related to this anticipatory stance is evidence of what we term dynamic calibration 

capability. Entrepreneurs frequently reported adjusting their strategic focus across market and 

nonmarket domains depending on emerging challenges. For example, when market demand 

weakened due to low patronage, some shifted attention toward building alliances with public 

agencies or engaging in sanitation education campaigns to reinforce community commitment. 

Others recalibrated pricing models, diversified service offerings, or intensified political 

engagement when regulatory conditions shifted. These patterns suggest that social push and 

economic pull drivers alone do not determine sustained social investment; rather, entrepreneurs’ 

ability to continuously recalibrate their strategies in response to evolving institutional conditions 

plays a critical role in maintaining engagement in residential WM. 

 

Entrepreneurial Challenges in Residential Waste management  

Our findings reveal that entrepreneurs investing in residential WM face considerable barriers that 

impede the establishment, sustainability, and expansion of their enterprises. These challenges can 

be broadly categorized into formal, informal, and market-related obstacles, each shaping the 

operational context and long-term viability of WM enterprises. 

 

Formal Challenges: Institutional, Regulatory, and Political Barriers 

Formal challenges pertain to institutional weaknesses, regulatory inefficiencies, and 

political inaction that collectively undermine WM enterprise sustainability. These include weak 

governance, inconsistent policy enforcement, bureaucratic inertia, and insufficient institutional 

support, creating an unstable business environment. Two main formal barriers identified in our 

data are apathetic politics and regulatory nonenforcement.  
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Apathetic politics refers to a lack of governmental will to address WM issues, manifested 

in policy neglect, poor enforcement, and minimal incentives for private-sector engagement. 

Entrepreneurs reported difficulty securing permits, funding, and logistical support due to 

fragmented responsibilities and weak urban planning integration. This constrains business 

operations and deters investment. Some of our informants provided narratives on how apathetic 

politics directly impacts their operations: 

 

    “…It appears what doesn’t directly affect these politicians doesn’t matter at all. Policies need 

formulated and implemented to compel people to properly deal with their waste, but it’s as if no 

one cares…”( INT14) 

 

Regulatory nonenforcement refers to the failure of government institutions to implement and 

uphold WM policies, environmental laws, and sanitation regulations. This fosters widespread 

noncompliance, market distortions, and the proliferation of informal operations, while 

constraining formal enterprises. Entrepreneurs attributed weak enforcement to inefficient 

monitoring, political apathy, bureaucracy, and corruption, all of which compromise business 

viability. Despite existing legal frameworks, limited institutional capacity results in inconsistent 

policy application, hindering sustainable business models. Interviewees emphasized how such 

regulatory lapses elevate financial and operational risks, perpetuating inefficiencies in the WM 

sector. 

 

“there is one law or the other in this country against whatever is not good. The only trouble is they 

are not enforced ” (INT12)… sometimes they [the laws] are selectively enforced. So if you know 

burning your rubbish won’t attract any penalty, why pay for it to be collected?” (INT36) 

 

Informal challenges: societal, cultural, and behavioural barriers 

Informal challenges encompass entrenched societal norms, cultural beliefs, and public perceptions 

that influence attitudes toward WM and significantly affect entrepreneurial engagement in the 

sector. Unlike formal barriers rooted in institutional inefficiencies, these challenges are embedded 

in social behaviours and cultural resistance to structured waste systems. They shape public 

engagement, labour recruitment, business legitimacy, and investment appeal. Two key informal 

challenges identified in our study are normative substitution and perceptual dishonour, both of 

which inhibit the growth of formal WM enterprises.  

Normative substitution refers to the widespread dependence on informal waste disposal 

practices, such as open dumping, burning, and use of informal waste pickers. These methods, often 



 

17 
 

perceived as cost-free and culturally acceptable, undermine public adoption of formal, paid WM 

services. Their persistence discourages the uptake of structured waste collection and recycling, 

constraining formal businesses' ability to scale. Entrepreneurs frequently cited these behaviours as 

major barriers to service adoption and business growth: 

 

    “ The people are used to throwing the rubbish in water bodies and gutters when it’s raining and 

even into the sea. Without any motivation why would they change what has been working for them 

for ages?” (INT37) 

 

“the traditional practices are some of our challenges. There have always been waste disposal 

methods that are free of charge. The people don’t want to change to pay for that service.” (INT25) 

 

Perceptual dishonour denotes the social stigma and negative public attitudes associated with WM-

related occupations. Waste work is often viewed as low-status and degrading, deterring public 

participation, skilled labour recruitment, and private investment. This stigma creates challenges in 

formalizing the sector and achieving broader legitimacy. Entrepreneurs reported that educated 

professionals and investors often perceive WM as unappealing or financially unviable, hindering 

partnership formation and sectoral innovation. These perceptions limit both workforce 

participation and market development, further constraining entrepreneurial expansion in 

residential WM. The following interview excerpts provide further insight into the challenge of 

perceptual dishonour: 

 

“This job is perceived to be a dirty one (INT17)... [So] attracting professionals to carry out the 

professional tasks is a challenge. I think there is a stigma that comes with working with a waste 

management company.” (INT4) 

 

Market challenges: economic and Financial Barriers 

Market challenges encompass economic and financial constraints that hinder the profitability, 

scalability, and sustainability of WM enterprises. These include inefficient market structures, 

limited capital access, high operational costs, and unpredictable revenue streams, all of which 

undermine financial stability and business growth. Our findings identify three main barriers: low 

economies of scale, insolvency, and credit constraints.  

Low economies of scale arise from fragmented markets, small customer bases, and 

logistical inefficiencies, rendering WM services unviable in low-density or high-transport-cost 

areas. Entrepreneurs cited inadequate infrastructure, high collection expenses, and difficulties in 
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expanding service coverage as key obstacles to achieving profitability and long-term 

sustainability.. The following testimony from an interviewee underscores the challenges posed by 

low economies of scale: 

 

    “in the smaller towns there isn’t a lot of patronage as people are fewer and their waste not 

much, making it difficult to cover cost …”( INT24) 

 

 

Insolvency emerged as a key market challenge, denoting financial distress and risk of business 

failure from persistent revenue shortfalls, high costs, and weak consumer payment compliance. 

Operating on low-margin models, WM firms require steady income, yet delayed or non-payment 

from clients, market volatility, and rising processing costs often force downsizing or closure. The 

following insights from our interviewees illustrate how insolvency remains a central financial risk: 

 

“…I nearly went out of business, but I know some friends who have actually stopped doing waste 

collection. The initial cost just to start is very high, cost of operations keep rising and yet profits 

are not increasing accordingly…”(INT1) 

 

Credit constraints further intensify challenges by restricting access to loans and investment due to 

high perceived risk, insufficient collateral, and unstable revenues. Lacking financing, 

entrepreneurs struggle to purchase equipment, expand operations, or adopt new technologies, 

limiting growth and reinforcing market inefficiencies. The entrepreneurs interviewed frequently 

highlighted how credit constraints prevent them from scaling their businesses effectively, 

reinforcing market inefficiencies: 

 

“It is difficult to get loans or any financial assistance to boost operations. Banks feel we don’t 

make a lot of profit and may not be able to repay loans, so they refuse us…”(INT7) 

 

The Impact of Challenges on Entrepreneurs 

Our findings show that challenges in residential WM have significant long-term consequences, 

shaping business sustainability, growth, and strategic responses. Institutional, financial, and 

societal barriers affect not only individual enterprises but also the wider WM ecosystem. These 

constraints create economic, social, and psychological effects, manifesting in two interconnected 

outcomes: social push reinforcement and economic futility. 
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Social push reinforcement arises when operational, regulatory, and financial difficulties 

strengthen rather than weaken entrepreneurs’ resolve. Driven by community reliance, ethical duty, 

and societal need, entrepreneurs persist despite low profitability. Declining institutional support 

deepens this commitment, leading many to sustain operations at personal financial risk, fulfilling 

moral obligations and filling public WM gaps even when economic viability is limited. The 

following interview excerpts provide evidence of how social push reinforcement drives persistence 

in the sector.: 

 

    “…times are hard and you just sometimes feel like quitting and having your peace; but the next 

question is how do you deal with your waste and that of your community? You can’t pretend it’s 

not there! So you’re compelled by the thought that no one else will do it to continue.” (INT20) 

 

In contrast, our data reveal a sense of economic futility, where persistent financial, 

institutional, and market challenges undermine WM enterprise viability. Systemic inefficiencies 

such as high costs, weak revenues, credit constraints, and regulatory lapses intensify through 

payment delays, noncompliance, and informal competition. Such strain fosters pessimism, 

prompting closures, sector withdrawal, or reduced investment, ultimately deterring 

entrepreneurship and contributing to stagnation in residential WM infrastructure. The following 

interview accounts illustrate how this manifests in entrepreneurial decisions: 

 

“I may have to hang my boots very soon. The few clients don’t pay regularly and the assemblies 

delay a lot before they pay and by the time you get the money it has already lost its value. So if 

things continue like this I’d have to fold-up.” (INT34) 

 

Our findings further indicate that entrepreneurs’ responses to the dual outcomes of social push 

reinforcement and economic futility are shaped by their ability to interpret and navigate the broader 

institutional and market environment. Several respondents demonstrated a nuanced understanding of 

regulatory non-enforcement, political apathy, community expectations, and market substitution effects. 

Rather than viewing these constraints as static obstacles, they articulated how sanitation laws were 

inconsistently applied, how political incentives influenced enforcement behaviour, and how informal 

disposal practices reduced willingness to pay for formal services. This contextual awareness influenced 

strategic choices, including when to pursue public–private partnerships, when to engage local authorities, 

and when to intensify community education campaigns. These patterns reflect what we describe as 

managerial environmental competence, the capacity to read, interpret, and strategically respond to evolving 

institutional and market conditions. 
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In addition, the data reveal that entrepreneurs’ ability to sustain social investment in residential 

WM depends heavily on their relational positioning within the ecosystem. Respondents described forming 

alliances with municipal assemblies, engaging chiefs and opinion leaders, collaborating with NGOs, 

sponsoring local programmes, and building political networks to reinforce legitimacy and secure 

operational continuity. Particularly in situations of economic futility, where low patronage or insolvency 

threatened exit, entrepreneurs relied on these relationships to negotiate contracts, mobilise community 

compliance, or secure informal support. Similarly, in contexts of social push reinforcement, relational 

engagement helped amplify sanitation campaigns and strengthen public trust. These practices demonstrate 

what we term managerial relational competence, the ability to mobilise and leverage networks across 

market and nonmarket domains to mitigate institutional barriers and stabilise entrepreneurial operations. 

 

 

Strategies for Navigating Challenges 

Our analysis shows that residential WM entrepreneurs adopt strategic approaches to overcome 

economic, institutional, regulatory, and societal constraints. We categorise these adaptive 

mechanisms as market, nonmarket social, and nonmarket political strategies through which WM 

entrepreneurs mitigate institutional barriers, leverage emerging opportunities, and enhance the 

long-term sustainability of their enterprises. 

Market Strategies 

Market strategies are deliberate, business-oriented approaches enabling entrepreneurs to enhance 

financial sustainability, mitigate risks, and strengthen competitive positioning in residential WM. 

Facing persistent challenges, entrepreneurs employ collaborative partnerships, adaptive financing, 

and resource-efficient models to ensure continuity and growth. Our findings identify Public-

Private Partnerships (PPP) and Financial Bricolage as primary strategies for addressing financial 

and infrastructural constraints.  

Public-Private Partnership (PPP), formal collaborations between government agencies 

and private enterprises, leverage mutual strengths to deliver efficient, scalable, and sustainable 

WM solutions. In residential WM, PPPs help overcome regulatory inefficiencies, funding gaps, 

and infrastructure deficits by providing access to policy incentives, operational resources, and 

government-backed facilities. This risk-sharing arrangement reduces financial burdens, expands 

service coverage, and fosters a more structured, regulated business environment, as noted by 

several informants. 

 

“…we got a contract with the assembly and that has been very helpful because you get access to 

people, places, facilities and revenues that you won’t get being on your own.” (INT16) 
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Another key market strategy is Financial Bricolage, the creative combination of diverse financial 

resources to sustain growth despite funding constraints. By leveraging formal and informal 

sources—personal savings, reinvested revenues, microloans, community financing, and barter—

entrepreneurs enhance resilience against credit and liquidity challenges, ensuring survival even in 

financially unstable environments.. As one informant noted: 

 

“I make do with my own savings and what I can get from friends, family and acquaintances and 

that makes me even stronger than those who are able to get bank loans. The interest rates these 

days are crazy and you don’t want to tied down by any bank loan.” (INT10) 

 

Nonmarket Social Strategies 

Nonmarket social strategies are structured, socially-driven approaches enabling waste 

entrepreneurs to navigate institutional, societal, and behavioural challenges to business 

sustainability. Leveraging public education, community engagement, and social advocacy, these 

strategies counter negative perceptions, weak institutional support, and resistance to formal WM 

services. Our data identify four types: reorientation campaigns, civil society alliances, public 

agency alliances, and opinion leader engagement.  

Reorientation campaigns shape public attitudes toward WM through education, media, and 

grassroots outreach, countering cultural resistance and promoting structured services. Many 

entrepreneurs invest in awareness initiatives highlighting the economic, environmental, and health 

benefits of proper waste disposal. One entrepreneur shared: 

 

“…we use every available opportunity to educate people on the need to properly dispose off their 

waste instead of sticking to the traditional ways of doing it (INT19). Sometimes we even spend 

money to sponsor programs in order to get that opportunity to pass our message across.” (INT11) 

 

Civil Society Alliances entail strategic partnerships between waste entrepreneurs and 

NGOs, advocacy groups, and environmental organizations to advance policy reforms, foster public 

engagement, and strengthen waste governance. Such alliances amplify entrepreneurs’ voices, 

ensuring their challenges receive attention at local and national levels. They also enhance public 

trust, as civil society actors often act as intermediaries between entrepreneurs and communities. 

Below is an excerpt from an interview highlighting the role of civil society alliances: 
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“…partnership with NGOs and advocacy groups interested in sanitation and environmental issues 

is a helpful means to overcoming some of the challenges. When these groups talk for us people 

believe them since they are not perceived as business people…” ( INT8) 

 

Public Agency Alliances involve collaboration with government institutions, such as 

municipal sanitation departments, environmental agencies, and regulatory bodies, to address 

policy, regulatory, and operational barriers. These partnerships help entrepreneurs influence WM 

policies, gain institutional legitimacy, and access public-sector waste facilities while streamlining 

bureaucratic processes and ensuring regulatory compliance. One informant explained how these 

alliances have been critical in overcoming government inefficiencies: 

 

“The state agencies like EPA and the sanitation people have been helpful. Once we form alliance 

with them they use their powers and expertise to convince people to trust and use our services.” 

(INT28) 

 

Opinion Leader Engagement entails building relationships with influential figures, 

community leaders, policymakers, media personalities, and environmental advocates, to bolster 

public trust, reduce stigma, and promote participation in formal WM services. Leveraging such 

authority figures improves service adoption and strengthens the social legitimacy of waste 

enterprises.. Below is a quote reflecting this experience: 

 

“…getting the chiefs and other leaders to endorse and patronise our services is very helpful and 

so we engage them a lot (INT26)… When they endorse us their people also patronise. I even 

sometimes attend and even sponsor their programs to network with them.” (INT15) 

 

Nonmarket Political Strategies 

A nonmarket political strategy involves deliberate actions by entrepreneurs to engage 

political actors, policymakers, and regulatory bodies to shape policies, influence regulations, and 

navigate political challenges affecting operations. Operating outside economic transactions, these 

strategies focus on political engagement, institutional advocacy, and regulatory influence to create 

favourable business conditions. Our data identify three main forms: political networking, formal 

petitioning, and constituency building. Political networking builds relationships with policymakers 

and regulators to influence decisions, secure support, and anticipate policy changes. Formal 

petitioning entails submitting proposals or grievances to demand enforcement of WM laws, request 

incentives, or contest unfavourable policies. Constituency building mobilizes stakeholders, 
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including communities, associations, and environmental advocates, to strengthen advocacy for 

supportive policies and long-term government commitment to sustainable WM reforms, often 

pressuring local authorities to improve regulations and infrastructure. Below are excerpts from an 

interview discussing these nonmarket political strategies: 

 

“…in our part of the world it’s difficult to influence legislation but at least we’ve been able to get 

some contracts through our links to some politicians. Those contracts are very important to us…” 

(INT36) 

 

“…yes, petitioning through formal writing is sometimes very helpful though you’d have to make 

many follow-ups to get their attention…we were able to get a contract through that and we’re still 

reaping its benefits.” (INT8) 

 

“…we try to build some support base by involving a lot stakeholders in our mission. When they 

support our cause then we’d be increasing our customer base since all the stakeholders will 

pushing for proper waste disposal and management methods.” (INT32) 

 

Based on the findings, we develop an integrated model that provides a framework for 

understanding the complexities of entrepreneurial engagement in residential WM within 

developing economies (See Figure 3).  

…………………………………….. 

Insert Figure 3 and Table 2 around here 

…………………………………….. 

 

DISCUSSION 

In this study, we are motivated by the nexus of entrepreneurship and GCs (Markman et al., 2019; 

Ricciardi et al., 2021) to investigate the strategies and practices entrepreneurs employ to navigate 

challenges in WM. Conducting a qualitative study in Ghana, We find that WM entrepreneurial 

ventures are hindered by a range of formal (regulatory non-enforcement, apathetic politics, 

normative substitution, perceptual dishonour), informal (low scale economies, insolvency), and 

market-related (credit constraints and limited patronage) challenges that constrain scalability and 

increase the risk of business attrition. These structural constraints interact with underlying 

drivers—social push (personal values, community expectations, public health concerns, and social 

recognition) and economic pull (job creation and uncontested market opportunities), to generate 
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two contrasting entrepreneurial responses: social push reinforcement and economic futility. 

However, our findings show that sustained investment in residential WM does not depend on 

drivers and constraints alone. Rather, entrepreneurs’ ability to anticipate uncertainty (contingency 

readiness), recalibrate strategies across market and nonmarket domains (dynamic calibration 

capability), interpret evolving institutional conditions (managerial environmental competence), 

and mobilise relational networks (managerial relational competence) shapes how they respond to 

these pressures.  

These capabilities influence whether social push reinforcement translates into sustained 

engagement and whether economic futility is mitigated through strategic adaptation. In this way, 

market, nonmarket social, and nonmarket political strategies are not deployed mechanically, but 

are conditioned by entrepreneurs’ adaptive and relational capacities within weak institutional 

environments. Importantly, these four capability dimensions—contingency readiness, dynamic 

calibration capability, managerial environmental competence, and managerial relational 

competence, are inductively grounded in the empirical patterns reported in the Findings section. 

They function as higher-order adaptive mechanisms that mediate the relationship between 

institutional constraints, entrepreneurial drivers, and strategic responses, thereby shaping whether 

residential WM investment is sustained or abandoned. 

 First, our study presents a holistic spectrum of entrepreneurial dynamics as they pertain to 

GCs. Our findings capture the full journey entrepreneurs undertake in their quest to address waste 

problems in society, detailing the factors driving investments in GCs, the constraints faced, and 

the mitigation strategies used. This integrative approach, whose outcomes are illustrated in figure 

3, brings together fragmented and isolated research streams about the potent, antecedents, enablers, 

and types of entrepreneurships for addressing GCs (e.g., Doh et al., 2019; George et al., 2021; 

Dentoni et al., 2018). It also moves the focus away from the recurring and stagnant focus of the 

extant literature on the antecedents, forms, and consequences of entrepreneurial initiatives for 

tackling GCs (Fernhaber and Zou, 2022). In doing so, we present a bigger picture that sheds light 

on the intricacies of the grand challenge entrepreneurial journey, from the underpinning motives 

to the varied strategies for overcoming the debilitating effects of institutional and market adversity.   

Second, our study uncovers the role of social recognition and the quest for positive 

reputation in entrepreneurial initiatives to address GCs. Even though previous studies have 

reported the impact of personal factors and pro-social identity as motives driving entrepreneurial 

actions to address social problems and GCs (e.g., Dentoni et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2019; Shumate 

et al., 2014; Shaw and Carter, 2007), they largely position the actions as altruistic (see Saebi et al., 

2019). Indeed, our study found some altruistic drivers enshrined in entrepreneurs’ personal values, 

but we also found that people’s quest for building positive reputations and being recognised in 



 

25 
 

society motivate investments in GCs. Given the global importance placed on SDGs and the adverse 

effects of GCs, we advance that entrepreneurship in GCs provides an opportunity for people to 

build pro-social identities and command deference in society. The implication, therefore, is that 

the quest for social recognition may underpin the moral agency of entrepreneurs who are tackling 

GCs. This also indicates that even among the drivers at the entrepreneurship-GCs nexus, there is 

instrumentality, in the sense that some drivers (like personal recognition) could determine or 

influence other drivers.  

 Additionally, our study sheds light on the contingency of the factors driving 

entrepreneurship in GCs. Various individual-level, firm-level, and macro-level factors have been 

reported to influence entrepreneurial action against societal problems (e.g., Dentoni et al., 2018; 

Kim et al., 2019; Shumate et al., 2014; Shaw and Carter, 2007), but the boundary conditions of 

these drivers are less known. We show that despite the existence of motivating factors, 

entrepreneurs invest in GCs only when they are confident about their capability to re-calibrate and 

balance the social and economic aspirations of their ventures. We also show that social push and 

economic pull materialise into concentre entrepreneurial actions against GCs only when 

entrepreneurs have backup or contingency plans to cushion against business failure. In other 

words, entrepreneurs that have an alternative source of livelihood are more likely to take on GCs. 

We advance that due to the complexity of GCs, entrepreneurs use contingent readiness to protect 

themselves from the potential consequences of reductive tendency – i.e., the tendency to 

oversimplify entrepreneurial solutions to GCs (Gras et al., 2020).    

 Third, our study contributes to knowledge about the challenges entrepreneurs face when 

addressing GCs. This addresses a gap in the literature where there is a predominant focus on the 

drivers, forms and consequences of entrepreneurship in GCs (see Fernhaber and Zou, 2022). While 

trying to address societal challenges, entrepreneurs face constraints. Our study unpacks how weak 

formal governance and unsupportive informal norms and practices, singularly and interactively, 

hinder progress in tackling GCs. We show that endemic social behaviours serve as free substitutes 

for the chargeable products and services that address GCs, and these behaviours are supported or 

allowed by weak regulatory structures. Consequently, the economic incentives for entrepreneurial 

interventions to address GCs are lost, and this perhaps could explain the slow progress towards 

SDGs in developing countries. 

 Our study shows that informal challenges, rooted in deep-seated behaviours in society, 

create and reinforce labour and product or service market constraints. The lack of punitive action 

against illegal waste dumping normalises the practice. This norm makes society unwilling to pay 

for waste collection. Essentially, the lack of a market for products and services that solve some 

social problems is significant challenge the current literature has overlooked.  
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It is also worth noting that the literature identifies employee commitment as a challenge in 

other types of entrepreneurship (Gupta et al., 2020), and attributes it to the relatively lower wages 

for employees (Zahra et al., 2009). While we report a similar challenge, we advance a different 

theory. The work required to address some GCs may not be perceived by society to be glamourous, 

which makes it difficult to attract and retain employees. In our study, we found perceptual 

dishonour of waste collection jobs to hinder the ability of entrepreneurs to recruit committed and 

talented employees, largely because waste collection jobs are perceived to undignified, disgusting 

or degrading, akin to the concept of ‘dirty work’ (Ashford and Kreiner, 1999). In this sense, we 

advance that perceptual dishonour underlies the labour market constraints experienced by 

entrepreneurs and social ventures that are addressing GCs.   

Following the lack of research regarding challenges at the nexus of entrepreneurship and 

GCs, we make another contribution by showing the strategies entrepreneurs orchestrate to 

overcome the constraints and adversities they face. Our reportage of the market, nonmarket social 

and nonmarket political remedies deployed to navigate the precarity of solving GCs through 

entrepreneurship lays bare the relevance of an integrated strategy (Baron, 1995) in this endeavour. 

Due to the interactive nature of the challenges, multi-faceted initiatives are adopted to create 

markets and wield influence to change the institutional landscape. The success of these remedies’ 

hinges on entrepreneurs’ and managers’ relational competence in building coalitions and 

connections to critical stakeholders. We therefore add to existing insights about the role of social 

capital for the partnerships and collective organising required for addressing GCs (Venkatesh et 

al., 2017; Bogers et al., 2016; Scherer & Voegtlin, 2020).  

At the same time, we highlight the importance of managerial technical competency for 

successfully tackling GCs. Previous works have acknowledged the critical role of knowledge and 

skills in social entrepreneurship (see Gupta et al., 2020; Saebi et al. 2019; Gras et al., 2020). We 

extend this corpus by showing that besides broader entrepreneurial knowledge or leadership skills 

driving entrepreneurs’ investments in social problems, technical competence in the domain of the 

grand challenge, acquired through education or professional experience, affects the ability to 

overcome obstacles. This competence works by conferring legitimacy and credibility on 

entrepreneurs and managers, which makes it easier for them to gain support, create coalitions, or 

build partnerships to confront adversity. In our case, entrepreneurs and managers who had 

environmental competence were taken seriously by relevant stakeholders during their search for 

remedies. We therefore advance that relevant technical competence, beyond being useful for 

making a business case, signals credibility and enables entrepreneurs to engage with stakeholders 

for addressing challenges. Overall, we argue that knowledge does not only motivate 

entrepreneurial entry into tackling GCs (Fernhaber and Zou, 2022), but it also facilitates 
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entrepreneurs’ ability to enact and orchestrate solutions to the market and nonmarket constraints 

they face.  

Practice Implications  

Our study offers practical implications for entrepreneurs and governments. First, given the urgent 

need to address GCs to improve socio-economic development in developing countries, we believe 

that governments should create enabling conditions for entrepreneurial interventions to thrive. 

Lack of regulation or weak enforcement of sanitation and environmental regulations hinder 

entrepreneurs from successfully tackling WM problems. This adverse situation reinforces 

irresponsible behaviours such as dumping waste in gutters and public places, open defecation, etc., 

which provide free substitutes to billable waste collection services. The consequence is that such 

behaviours dwindle markets for entrepreneurs looking to start ventures to address GCs. 

Additionally, in as far as social recognition motivates entrepreneurship in GCs, it will help for 

governments to establish recognition and award schemes to celebrate entrepreneurs who invest in 

GCs. These awards are known to motivate (Jones et al., 2014), and can be used to encourage more 

entrepreneurship in GCs.   

 For entrepreneurs who have or are looking to invest in tackling GCs, our study offers some 

strategies for overcoming barriers and obstacles. The array of market, nonmarket political and 

nonmarket social remedies reported in this study provides insights for navigating the uncertain, 

difficult, and often unsupportive environment at the nexus of business and wicked problems. The 

successful deployment of the remedies depends on managerial relational and technical capabilities, 

which makes it important for entrepreneurs to develop their social and interpersonal skills. It is 

also critical for entrepreneurs to be able to signal their technical competence for addressing GCs. 

For instance, an entrepreneur looking to address climate change or WM will find it easier to build 

coalitions and partnerships or shape the institutional context if they can demonstrate knowledge or 

experience in environmental issues. We therefore encourage entrepreneurs to develop their 

technical credibility and match their competence with the GCs they seek to address.   

 

Limitations and Future Research 

Our findings and conclusions are derived from a small purposive sample in a single country and 

on a specific grand challenge. Hence, the insights reported here are contextual and even though 

they generate valuable contributions to theory and practice, they are not widely generalizable. We 

cannot generalize across all GCs, Ghana or other developing countries in and beyond Africa, which 

is consistent with qualitative research’s tradition of using carefully selected cases that may not be 
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representative of entire populations but help develop theory that may be context-specific 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). Hence, readers should be cautious about generalising our findings. 

Additionally, we employed various strategies to ensure the coding process and interpretation of 

the codes are robust and accurate. However, we acknowledge the potential for biases or oversights 

to affect our conclusions.  

Given the above, we would like to encourage future research to pursue some directions that 

can shed more light on entrepreneurship and GCs. First, we encourage future research to attempt 

a quantitative testing and validation of our conceptual model, specifically examining the 

antecedents of entrepreneurship in GCs and the relationships between the remedies and venture 

performance. Second, we believe that research into other types of GCs can shed light on the 

overlaps or uniqueness of the challenges and remedies of entrepreneurship in wicked problems.  

In sum, our study generates useful contributions to the literature and practice, and it is our 

hope that it inspires further scholarship and encourages the effectiveness of using entrepreneurship 

to tackle GCs in society.   

 

Data availability statement 

As a qualitative research paper, data available on request are subject to privacy/ethical restrictions. 

As such, the data that support the findings of this study are available on request from the 

corresponding author. The data are not publicly available due to restrictions for instance, their 

containing information that could compromise the privacy of research participants  
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Table 1. Informant information 

 

a Coded to preserve the anonymity of interviewees and their companies. 

 

Interviewee’s  

serial number 

Interviewee’s 

gender 

Position Location of the 

company 

Interview codes 

used in text a 

1  Male Founder Accra INT1 

2  Male Senior management member Accra INT2 

3  Male Senior management member Accra INT3 

4  Female Senior management member Accra INT4 

5  Male Founder Accra INT5 

6  Male Founder Accra INT6 

7  Female Senior management member Accra INT7 

8  Female Senior management member Accra INT8 

9  Male Senior management member Accra INT9 

10  Male Founder Accra INT10 

11  Male Senior management member Berekum INT11 

12  Female Senior management member Bolgatanga INT12 

13  Male Founder  Bolgatanga INT13 

14  Male Senior management member Cape Coast INT14 

15  Male Senior management member Cape Coast INT15 

16  Male Senior management member Ho INT16 

17  Male Senior management member Ho INT17 

18  Female Senior management member Koforidua INT18 

19  Male Senior management member Koforidua INT19 

20  Male Founder Kumasi INT20 

21  Male Senior management member Kumasi INT21 

22  Female Founder Kumasi INT22 

23  Male Senior management member Kumasi INT23 

24  Male Senior management member Sunyani INT24 

25  Female Senior management member Sunyayi INT24 

26  Male Senior management member Tamale INT26 

27  Male Founder Tamale INT27 

28  Male Senior management member Tamale INT28 

29  Female Senior management member Tarkoradi INT29 

30  Male Senior management member Tarkoradi INT30 

31  Male Senior management member Tarkoradi INT31 

32  Male Senior management member Techiman INT32 
33  Male Founder  Tema INT33 

34  Male Founder  Tema INT34 

35  Male Senior management member Tema INT35 

36  Female Senior management member Tema INT36 
37  Male Senior management member Winneba INT37 
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Table 2. Illustrative quotes supporting contingency readiness dynamic calibration capabilities & managerial environmental and managerial relational competencies. 

 

 

Contingency Readiness 

“…how do we manage in this environment?…you need to know that the environment is full of uncertainties and so 

there has to always be a plan as to the next action is something changes or does not work according to plan. That’s 

how I have always done it.” (INT6) 

“ As for this business, one has to always be ready for any and everything. Government can change and policy will 

change and you have to have an eye for tomorrow and be ready for that policy in order to survive.” (INT20) 

“we’re always reading the future today. Like you see many people are moving into the big towns, we know more 

waste will be produced and we should thinking of expanding our services and techniques to manage it.” (INT30) 

  

 

Dynamic Calibration 

Capability 

“…you have to be cunning in this environment to survive in a business like ours...you remember the banking crisis 

that came, it made it almost impossible to get financial support from any bank but we had to be ready to find other 

ways to survive.” (INT10) 

“society is changing and so we are also changing to match. To survive, we have developed a tough skin to be ready 

to make tweaks to our business operations to remain in business.” (INT33) 

  

 

Managerial 

Environmental 

Competence 

“…the challenges are many and huge! But once you the environment and what it takes to be able to succeed, you 

can always find your way through. WM is not an impressive job in our setting. But once you know that and your 

workers know that, you’re able to make money out without much difficulty.” (INT10) 

“…people in this country are willing to pay for new products and services and not to dispose off waste. Once you 

know this you have to find a way to relate with them to keep you in business. you knowing where you operate is 

key…I learnt that very in my career early.” (INT27) 

 

 

Managerial Relational 

Competence 

 

“knowing the right people and keeping the right relationships with them keeps you in business. we have to relate 

very well these assembly people else they can make your life very difficult in this business.” (INT13) 

“ the right relationship can land you a very good contract. If you even have all the big certificates and you don’t 

have the right links you are likely not to succeed in this waste management business. so I keep a very good 

relationship with all the local government people it doesn’t which party is in power.” (INT22) 
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Figure 1. Data structure for drivers and challenges of social investment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

First-order concepts Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions 

• Belief in clean 

environment 

• Concern for good health 

• xx 

Personal values 

• Few entrepreneurs in sector 

• Many areas not covered 

 

Uncontested 

market 

• Politicians not concerned 

• Reluctance to make 

policies 

• xx 

• Sanitation laws not 

working 

• No sanctions applied 

Apathetic 

Politics 

Regulatory 

Nonenforcement 

• Alternatives available 

• Used to free waste disposal 
Normative 

substitution 

• Low service patronage 

• Too many alternatives 

available 

• xx 

Low Scale 

Economies 

Community 

expectations & 

Societal concern 

• Desire to solve societal 

problems 

• Giving back to society 

• xx 

Job creation • Many unemployed youth 

• Desire to engage others 
 

• Lack cash to pay workers 

• Income inflows  not much 

• Waste management as a 

dirty job 

• Not willing to associate 

with waste 

• Unable to access bank 

loans 

• Relying solely on personal 

savings 

Perceptual 

Dishonour 

Credit 

Constraints 

Insolvency 

Social push 

Economic 

pull 

Drivers 

Formal 
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Market 

Challenges 

Illustrative concepts 

• Encourage proper 

sanitation practices 

• Protect the health of the 
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• xx 
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concerns 

Social 
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Figure 2. Data structure for impacts and remedies of challenges of social investment 
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other political actors 

Constituency 

Building 
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political 
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Figure 3.  An integrative model for how entrepreneurs navigate the complex landscape of  residential WM in a developing country 
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