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Abstract
Background: The entrepreneurship and livelihood development paradigms are inclusive of one another and have become a prominent mode of development in the global societies as development policies seem to resonate with the agenda of social inclusivity. A can be noticed on how ecopreneurship affects rural sustainable livelihood development. 
Aim: The aims of this study are: to identify motivators for adopting ecopreneurial behavior in Sri Lankan rural areas, and to explore the impact of ecopreneurship on sustainable rural livelihoods.
Methodology: The investigation was conducted through a deductive content analysis approach covering 7 individuals operating in agriculture-based value-added businesses in the selected rural areas in Sri Lanka. A purposive sampling technique was employed, and semi-structured interviews were performed in a non-contrived setting. The Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA) and the Schumpeterian entrepreneurial theory of innovation were used as theoretical frameworks.
Results: The results reveal the human, financial and natural capitals are the significant factors fostering rural ecoprenuership. The impact of rural ecoprenuership in reducing poverty is reflected through increased income level, improved food nutrition conditions, sustainable production, and better adaptation to climate vulnerabilities. By encouraging the expansion of sustainable businesses, rural ecopreneurship creates new business opportunities. These initiatives usually draw upon local resources and traditional knowledge, fostering the economic growth of the community. Ecopreneurs in rural areas usually focus on sustainable resource management. 
Conclusion: Improved access to livelihood capitals is an important factor in the embrace of ecoprenuership and a channel of attaining sustainable rural livelihood results. The greatest environmental orientation is exhibited by the ecoprenuers. This is the reason why external knowledge is important to these businesses. The creation of such a network is, among other aspects, made possible by the professional experience pertaining to the environment gained by the entrepreneur. 
Implications: It is crucial to make use of ecoprenuership since it necessitates the initiation of livelihoods in the face of the intense environmental problems. This study attempts to fill the gaps present in the literature with the emphasis laid on ecoprenuership and sustainable livelihood in rural areas.
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Introduction 

Livelihood can be defined as the measures that individuals use to meet their needs and make a living. It does it to generate an income and live a better life (Habib et al., 2023). According to Ellis (2000), livelihood is defined as the assets like “human, natural, social, physical and financial capitals”, activities and accessibility of those activities through institutions and social interaction required to sustain a means of living. Sustainability of livelihood may be viewed as a situation where livelihood is adequate to avoid poverty and increase the general well-being of a person or a household (FAO 2013). The issue of sustainable livelihood is increasingly gaining ground, particularly in developing economies where poverty rates, hunger rates, poor economic growth, and poor agricultural systems in the regions are on the rise (Fahad et al., 2023). This will, in turn, result in livelihoods in a sustainable way as integrators that will facilitate the policies that incorporate development, sustainable resource management, and poverty reduction (Krantz, 2001).

High dependence on agriculture is one of the main features of rural economies of developing countries: their lives are mainly centred around agriculture; regrettably, the primary sources of livelihood do not support their livelihoods (Guo et al. 2022).  Farming is common in most of the rural areas, but livelihoods are complex; rural households tend to have a diverse collection of interests. The structures of rural communities are the rural livelihoods and they receive a living standard either as their livelihoods are certain or uncertain in the long term (Habib et al., 2023). Lack of the necessary resources in poor rural communities prompts them to seek alternative sources of income by undertaking low-payback and occasionally dangerous nonfarm practices to help them offset any losses suffered in the agricultural production and supply (Yang et al. 2022).  According to the research done by the “Food and Agriculture Organization” (FAO) on poverty and agricultural systems, livelihood diversification was deemed crucial in contributing to livelihood risk management and poverty alleviation in South Asia (FAO 2015). Nevertheless, the rural communities remain totally oblivious to their objective of breaking the poverty cycle with livelihood diversification (Fahad et al., 2023). 

Rei et al. (2020) note that rural entrepreneurship has traditionally been depicted as a more potent weapon to be adjusted to the modern social and economic requirements and prioritising business models that are sustainable, even though, as Rei et al. (2020) remark, rural regions are traditionally described as areas with a strong degree of poverty and low economic activity. Entrepreneurs have economic and structural opportunities in the rural environment that can be tapped into to transform the region, which can be enhanced through the creation of networks of entrepreneurs (Barber et al., 2021). Rural entrepreneurship can contribute to this in the sense that it can assist rural businesses in adding value to their communities and create more resilient communities (Pato and Teixeira, 2018) and to the creation of a sustainable and inclusive future. Particularly, rural entrepreneurship is considered a tool for solving urgent social and economic problems; in this respect, environmental conservation has become quite a priority along with encouraging economic life (del Olmo-Garcia et al., 2023).

Entrepreneurship scholars have now shifted their interest towards enhancing the expertise of sustainable business strategies, comprising the adoption of ecological entrepreneurship (Gast et al., 2017) and sustainable entrepreneurship (Teran-Yepez et al.,2020). The entrepreneurial operations of business persons have been embedded with ecological ideals since the issue of global warming became well-known and the ecological effects of business as usual came into question (Guleria & Kaur, 2022). One can explain sustainable entrepreneurship as the preservation of nature, life support and community in the process of producing future products, processes and services to derive profit in which gain encompasses the economic as well as the non-economic gains to the individuals, the economy and the society (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2011). The opposite approach to inform further perception of the particular association between environmental entrepreneurship and economic performance, according to Ljungkvist and Andersen (2021), is the “ecopreneurial” perspective. The idea of ecopreneurship may be considered as a further extension of the concept of sustainable entrepreneurship, as it focuses on ecological and economic sustainability, i.e., the fundamental drive of ecopreneurs is to make money by promoting the solution of environmental issues (Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011). Eco-friendly approach, which affects goods and services, manufacturing process, technology, or company, be it administrative or technical, is ecopreneurship (Hoogendoorn et al., 2015). Since, as del Olmo-Garcia et al. (2023) mentioned, environmental entrepreneurship or green entrepreneurship or ecoprenuership will have particular significance in the rural environment, as it can create wealth through the effective and efficient utilization of natural resources. 

In Sri Lanka, more than 80% of people live in rural areas (Department of Census and Statistics, 2024) and agriculture and related businesses, play a major role in rural livelihoods. Twenty rural livelihood zones have been defined as a result of a collaborative effort between the “World Food Programme” (WFP) and the state of Sri Lanka. These zones are based on patterns of livelihood activities and a resilience profile that takes into account the livelihood activities' diversity, food security, and sensitivity to climate change. With the increasing population and industrialization, Sri Lanka is facing severe challenges in preserving its biodiversity, watersheds and natural forest cover. Even though Sri Lanka is known to have rich biodiversity, agrochemicals, heavy metals, plastics, petrochemicals, persistent organic pollutants and endocrine-disrupting pollutants have been reported to pollute Sri Lanka (Manage et al., 2022). According to the annual climate risk index, Sri Lanka has been one of the top ten countries to be adversely impacted (World Health Organization, 2023).
There were several projects/programmes initiated to enhance entrepreneurial environment in Sri Lanka namely; South Asia Leadership in Entrepreneurship Programme; Green Innovation Challenge; Permaculture Project. Unfortunately, out of 8.3 million of economically inactive population, 71 percent is still reported from rural areas (Department of Census and Statistics, 2022), further indicating the highest female unemployment rate (73.7%). The other issue is that about six out of six (16.0%) are multidimensionally poor, and rural regions are also one of the primary targets since over eight out of every ten (80.9%) poor people live in rural regions (Department of Census and Statistics, 2024). The ecoprenuership, in fact, offers the best solution to the problem of sustainable livelihood in the above challenges. 

In the realm of scholarly discourse, an important question arises: What are the effects of adopting ecopreneurship on sustainable livelihood development in the rural context? In connection to this, a study by Jayasinghe & Liyanage (2018) opined on the eco-enterprises potentials in gaining a mix of social, economic and environmental impacts. Similarly, a study by Guleria and Kaur (2022) reported there is a gradual increase in the popularity of ecopreneurship as a research field and is believed to provide continuous contribution towards an individual’s access to livelihood opportunities. These findings collectively underscore the importance for a comprehensive understanding of the achievement of sustainable rural livelihood outcomes within the broader context of ecopreneurship. On these points, the role of ecoprenuership in improving rural livelihoods in Sri Lanka is a complex issue and also multifaceted. Although there are earlier researches aimed at solving the rural livelihood issues, there exists a lack of knowledge gap in the literature on the impacts of applying ecopreneurship towards sustainable rural livelihoods. As the facts are such, the knowledge in this area is not adequate in understanding of strategies to sustain ecoprenuership in Sri Lanka which depicts the knowledge gap. On these notes, investigating ecopreneurship in Sri Lankan rural areas can reveal strategies to safeguard natural resources, lessen the ecological impact of farming operations, and encourage biodiversity conservation, potential for community development, and space for technological innovation. 

It was on this basis that the present study was important to be carried out with the aim of examining the role of ecopreneurship towards achieving sustainable livelihood through the incorporation of the holistic sustainable livelihood framework (SLF). However, the main aim of the paper was to explore the impacts of ecopreneurship on five sustainable livelihood outcomes of the SLF. In particular, the research will attempt to answer the following questions:

1. What factors are fostering rural ecopreneurship? 
2. Does rural ecopreneurship enable an individual’s access to possessions and livelihood opportunities which can be converted into sustainable rural livelihood outcomes? 
3. What are the strategies to sustain ecoprenuership and future directions on ecoprenuership approaches? 

In this research, the researcher aims to add to the body of knowledge in entrepreneurship by exploring the ecopreneurship development and its impact on the rural livelihoods in Sri Lanka. Besides, the findings of the study add to the theoretical knowledge as they expand the scope of knowledge about the drivers of ecopreneurship in the rural setting. Our study enriches the literature by investigating how financial, environmental, psychological, as well as sociological factors matter in individual ecopreneurship and revealed their positive and negative impacts on fostering ecopreneurship. Another contribution of the present study is that it develops the SLF, describing how ecopreneurship enables an individual’s access to possessions and livelihood opportunities, which can be converted into sustainable rural livelihood outcomes. Finally, the study findings provide important implications for both practitioners and scholars for ecopreneurship prediction and rural livelihoods development.

The rest of this paper will be structured in the following manner.  The second part is the literature review on the existing literature on ecopreneurship and sustainable livelihood. The methodological approach adopted in the research is fully described in Section 3. Section 4 gives an overview of the empirical results. The last part will focus on the implications of these findings, which will end in a conclusion of the study.




Literature Review 

Theoretical Literature
 
This study explores the connection between ecopreneurship and sustainability with respect to entrepreneurship. The hypothesis of the researchers was that the application of ecopreneurship within industries would affect the sustainability, in the economic and environmental context, in particular. The study employs theories on sustainability and entrepreneurship in an attempt to comprehend this relationship. Two theories were found to be useful in delivering theoretical underpinnings to this study. 

Schumpeter’s theory

Schumpeter (1934) asserts that entrepreneurs are change agents who present innovative strategies that contradict conventional wisdom. This dynamic viewpoint fits in perfectly with the ecopreneurship philosophy, which encourages entrepreneurs to look for creative ways to solve environmental problems. Schumpeter demonstrated the topic's applicability to the study of business competitiveness and the growth of economic sectors of activity by connecting innovation with the production of both profits and losses (Callegary & Nybakk, 2022).

Schumpeter's theory becomes especially pertinent when applied to specific industries since it emphasizes the necessity of radical measures to address sustainability issues. A thorough lens through which to examine and carry out ecopreneurial endeavors is provided by Schumpeter's five scopes of innovation, which include new sources of materials, products, markets, technologies, and organizational structures. Applying ecopreneurship techniques in various sectors becomes a calculated reaction to global sustainability issues by expanding on Schumpeter's idea. The dynamic and creative nature of entrepreneurship can serve as a catalyst for constructive environmental change, which is supported by entrepreneurial innovations in production techniques, technology breakthroughs, product or service development, distribution networks, and organizational structures. By encouraging sustainable practices and reducing the adverse environmental effects of antiquated technologies, ecopreneurship methods within certain industries thereby exemplify the revolutionary potential inherent in Schumpeter's theory.

Ecopreneurship and green product initiatives are seen as crucial for sustainable development, offering economic and environmental benefits (Solaja, 2017). Schumpeter's five sources of innovation have been extended to create a typology of green entrepreneurship, demonstrating how environmental progress can coexist with economic growth. The theory remains relevant in addressing contemporary socioeconomic issues through entrepreneurship and micro-enterprises (Mehmood et al., 2019). Modern environmentalism, with its focus on sustainable development and precautionary principles, can be viewed as a powerful force impacting capitalism, as predicted by Schumpeter's paradoxical thesis in "Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy" (Albrecht & Gobbin, 2001). This evolution is evident in the growth of environmental legislation, organizations, and proactive business strategies in response to ecological challenges.

The first feature of ecopreneurs is their understanding and awareness of environmental issues and practices, which allows them to predict a need in the basic innovations as well in the conventional markets (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011).  Ecopreneurs in rural settings act as innovative change agents, creating novel economic models that disrupt traditional resource exploitation paradigms. Through creative destruction, they replace unsustainable practices with innovative methods that simultaneously generate economic value and preserve ecological systems. These entrepreneurs develop unique combinations of local resources, traditional knowledge, and sustainable technologies, enabling rural communities to create economic opportunities while maintaining environmental integrity. By introducing green innovations such as sustainable agriculture techniques, eco-tourism models, and community-based conservation enterprises, ecopreneurs fundamentally redesign rural economic structures. Their approach goes beyond mere economic survival, focusing on building resilient, self-sustaining ecosystems that generate wealth while protecting natural resources, thus embodying Schumpeter's vision of entrepreneurship as a dynamic force of economic transformation via five scopes of innovation (The new sources of materials, products, markets, technologies, and organizational structures).

Sustainable Livelihoods 

Livelihoods encompass skills and activities required to make a living. Sustainability in livelihoods can be said to occur when the livelihoods are able to deal with stresses and shocks, recuperate and continue with their capabilities and assets in the present and future. The Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) is considered a multidimensional, combined, and logical way of poverty eradication (Su et al. 2023). The primary goal of the SLF is to understand the actual case of the poor and find appropriate livelihoods for the poor through planning new programs that will sustain the livelihood. The SLF has been efficiently utilized to value and facilitate rural development (Baker and Parker, 2018). The Department for International Development [DFID] (1999) does not forget to state the main characteristic of the sustainable livelihood framework: an assessment of five types of assets or capital that people employ to create their lives. These assets include the following: “(1) human capital, (2) natural capital, (3) physical capital, (4) financial capital, and (5) social capital” (Figure 1).

Human capital refers to their skills, knowledge and labor capacity and good health that allow individuals to apply different livelihood strategies in order to achieve their livelihood goals (Othman, 2016). Natural capital works wonders for the participants in resource-based activities who’s entire or part livelihoods depend on resources. Natural capital includes both tangibles and intangibles, including the quality of air, soil and accommodation towards a healthy environment (Erenstein et al., 2010). The social capital defines the attributes of a social organization that act as a way of controlling activities that are motivated by society, experience and inner motivation. The social prestige, power of cooperation and decision-making become part of social capital (Fafchamps, 2001). Financial capital is the financial resources which individuals utilize to attain their livelihood objectives: cash, bank deposits, loans, borrowing or credit, subsidies, giving, or transferring. Physical capital involves the basic infrastructures as well as producer goods necessary to support livelihoods. These may be infrastructure, accessibility of the marketplace and accessibility to transport (DFID, 1999).

Surprisingly, Nguyen-Thi- Lan et al. (2021) assumed that the five assets of SLA interrelate and make another one easier to reach. Instances: the growth in human and social resources would make it easier to access financial resources; people would require human capital to use any of the other five forms of assets; social networks which are fueled by social capital are necessary to drive innovation, and will create knowledge and technology that serve human capital; through the use of social capital, one is likely to increase their financial capital through the economic relationships and financial capital is most likely to be the most malleable of the five types of assets, as it is a form of exchange.

The SLF identifies the rural livelihood development as sustainable when the income level increases, wellbeing increases, the level of food security is improved or value-added, the level of vulnerability decreases, and natural resource usage becomes more sustainable. Within the rural livelihood development, the SLF comprises six core principles that are best practices in the attainment of livelihood aspirations, and these include: “(1) people-centered, (2) holistic, (3) dynamic, (4) building on strengths, (5) macro-micro link, and (6) sustainability” (Fahad et al., 2023).  Lastly, a livelihood is improving when everything is regulated, which can improve the rural livelihood opportunities, and SLF cannot be left out in the sustainable rural development. Nevertheless, there should be clear strategies to overcome such practices to be able to have rural livelihood development.

The research field of ecopreneurship is gaining more popularity but is considered a slow process that can constantly help individual in obtaining livelihood opportunities (Guleria and Kaur, 2022). Moreover, the motivational factors of ecopreneurship are viewed as resources required to make livelihoods sustainable (Mashapure et al., 2023). Ecopreneurship is a new approach to the market based on identifying and exploiting the opportunities for a promising way of environmental quality improvement. And, spread literature proved the association between the adoption of ecopreneurial practices and its positive effects on the environment (Gulera and Kaur, 2022). Nevertheless, there are still some questions that are not answered. What are some of the things that are promoting ecoprenuership? Do all ecopreneurs have these factors? Does ecoprenuership help in the ease of access by an individual to the possessions and livelihood opportunities that can be translated into sustainable rural livelihood outcomes?  
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Figure 1: Sustainable Livelihood Framework
Source: Department of International Development [DFID] (1999)



Empirical Review  

Ecopreneurship stands as one of four major entrepreneurial paths based on Schaper's (2002) analysis. The basic type of venturing focuses on starting a business to make money. Intrapreneurship applies to established large companies that initiate new business units and produce fresh products. The third category deals with running nonprofit organizations as social entrepreneurs. The main focus is the fourth kind of entrepreneurship: environmental/green entrepreneurship or ecopreneurship which involves establishing green companies that follow environmentally-friendly business standards. The green economy is given more weight in the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that were agreed at the UN Sustainable Development Summit in 2015. These objectives recognize that sustainable development cannot be achieved through economic growth in isolation from social and environmental concerns. In addition to causing a nation to fall behind in sustainable development, the absence of innovative, entrepreneurial new enterprises in sustainable management can exacerbate the state of the environment (Saleem et al., 2018). This kind of entrepreneurship makes the connection between business and sustainability management. 
The significance of ideas such as ecopreneurship must be considered in light of the growing environmental issues facing the globe today. Ecoprenuership studies originated more than two decades ago, anyhow, but there is still an absence of a well-accepted definition of ecoprenuership (Ljungkvist & Andersén, 2021). According to Isaak (2016), ecoprenuership refers to a bridge between environmental development and economic growth to achieve long-term benefits and sustainability for society and the economy. Companies and economies gain a competitive advantage more easily through ecopreneurship, as today's standard economic approach, "take, make, and dispose," puts our global economic future at risk (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). When governments support ecopreneurship, they help businesses and the environment work together toward long-term economic success (Wang et al., 2021). 

The aim of sustainable development is to meet the present demand without sacrificing the ability to meet the own needs for the future. Ecopreneurship advocates this idea. Ecopreneurs reduce environmental damage and social inequality while promoting long-term economic prosperity by incorporating environmental concerns into corporate operations. Ecopreneurs typically stimulate innovation by developing and using cutting-edge, environmentally friendly products, services, and technologies (Gunawan et al., 2021). This encourages the transition to a green economy, providing opportunities for sustained economic growth, job creation, and an improvement in living standards.
The majority of entrepreneurship literature published in the past few years has focused on urban entrepreneurship (Buzohera & Mwakipesile, 2024), shifting its analysis away from the characteristics of the entrepreneur to how various actors find, act upon, assess, and take advantage of opportunities to establish new ventures, models, and strategies for generating value that includes financial, social, and environmental aspects. Rural entrepreneurial activity has, however, received little attention in the literature on entrepreneurship, particularly in developing nations, and there is still little theoretical and empirical research on the subject (Pato & Teixeira, 2018).Therefore, in rural areas with inadequate institutions, rural entrepreneurship is essential to eliminating inequality and extreme poverty (Sutter et al., 2019). Additionally, it contributes to the development of a sustainable and inclusive future, particularly in emerging countries (Mishra & Debata, 2020). Therefore, there is a research gap to explore ecoprenuership in relation to rural livelihood, especially in developing nations. 
Rural entrepreneurship has the ability to help rural businesses add value to their communities and build more resilient communities (Pato & Teixeira, 2018). Further, entrepreneurship thus offers chances for self-employment to enhance and improve communities' quality of life and help them reach a sustainable level of livelihood. Similarly, it promotes sustainable development while addressing the requirements of the bottom of the pyramid (Molina-Maturano et al., 2020) and helps rural economic growth, particularly for rural women's livelihoods in less developed as well as developing nations. 
The term "ecopreneurship" refers to commercial ventures that are aimed at generating profitable yet environmentally responsible products, services, or processes. Since ecopreneurship fosters economic growth, preserves the environment, and raises living standards (Rosário et al., 2022) in rural regions, it is crucial to the development of rural livelihoods. 

Methods

The method of conducting research to answer the research questions will be a phenomenological approach to qualitative research, followed by deductive research approach (Saunders et al., 2018). The qualitative approach was also suitable, as it allows explaining the experience of the subjects using formal or informal interviewing (Cresswell, 2013) and allows the researchers to establish contact with the studied phenomena. This approach involves sharp research as it relies on knowledge and experience of the participants. It is stated that in a study, two settings could not be equal in the case of many different things being taken into account and this is known as the principle of proximal similarity (Brunner, 1987). Therefore, even the personal attributes of the participants in the research incorporated the personal characteristics of the participant, like “age, years of experience, education, level of income and family support”. The purposive sample under the non-probability sampling technique was used to determine the required sample cases of the study. The study took place among the individuals who participated in the transformation of agricultural goods into distinctive and marketable products in the selected rural areas in Sri Lanka. Relying on the entrepreneurship literature, we selected the small business ecopreneurs using two criteria “(a) Independence: not being reliant on an established structure. (b) Innovativeness: the company introduces new or better products or processes in the market”.
Sustainable agricultural methods together with environmentally oriented business ventures present possibilities to handle major national challenges since most Sri Lankan residents live in rural locations. In Sri Lanka, there is a wide range of livelihoods, and over 80% of people live in rural areas (Esham et al., 2018). Agroclimatic and topographic factors, as well as agriculture and related businesses, play a major role in rural livelihoods. Twenty rural livelihood zones have been defined as a result of a collaborative effort between the World Food Programme (WFP) and the government of Sri Lanka. These zones are based on patterns of livelihood activities and a resilience profile that takes into account the livelihood activities' diversity, food security, and sensitivity to climate change.

Rural entrepreneurs who implement innovative sustainable agricultural methods can access the worldwide market for organic sustainable products. The combination of sustainable market opportunities drives increased household revenue which helps fight both poverty and maintains the basic community needs from their natural resources. For instance, they use organic cocoa beans to make gourmet chocolates, make artisanal cheese from milk that is obtained locally, make natural skincare items using botanical ingredients and so on. Value-added items are beginning to appear on the local market more frequently as manufacturers capitalize on product niches with strong demand. This is the secret to success in value-added agriculture: smaller producers may create value and build a successful business most successfully in niche markets.  Sri Lanka can build sustainable and secure food systems through the implementation of ecopreneurial practices which minimize environmental destruction. According to Sri Lanka's commitment to sustainable development through its link with UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the principles of ecopreneurship match perfectly. Implementing sustainable approaches by rural entrepreneurs combines to make agricultural production stronger and enables Sri Lanka to achieve all of its environmental protection purposes alongside economic development and social fairness.

These participants differed in terms of their demographic factors (Table 1).  This study was a voluntary participation. The interview process was focused, easy and smooth since semi-structured interviews were conducted under a non-contrived setting (Creswell, 2013). The interview guide contained the questions that were concerned with the experience of the respondent, motivation to engage, support, and challenges, as well as opportunities derived and the sustainability of business activities. The interviews were all in the Sinhala language (to prevent any language barrier in response), and the audio-recorded information had to be translated into English language at the conclusion of the interview. Similar areas among participants were identified and then coded to enable the similar concepts to take centre stage in a combination of descriptive as well as interpretative analysis. In order to enhance the external validity of the research, the relations of the characteristics of the participants were researched (Brunner, 1987). This involved the participation of the subjects at varying times, and it was established that the various subjects had a common perception towards livelihood development (Creswell & Clark, 2017). 

Given that the study involved the application of SLA pillars as a theoretical framework, the data analysis method adopted deductive content analysis. The content analysis is a technique of systematic coding and categorizing information that was employed to explore the large volumes of textual information without obtrusion in order to identify trends and patterns of words used, their frequency, relationship, and structures and discourses of communication (Gbrich, 2007) regarding the SLA pillars. The authors also transcribed and translated the interview and read the transcripts multiple times to gain a sense of the entirety in the preparation stage. The organizing stage of the content analysis involved coding interview data by two authors, and they discussed and agreed on the coding later, which additionally enhanced the inter-reader congruence and reliability (LeVasseur, 2003). The researchers analyzed narrative materials of life stories by disaggregating the text into fairly small units of content and through descriptive treatment of them. Therefore, qualitative analysis of data and, simultaneously, quantification of data could be done. The results in reporting the content analysis employed a descriptive approach in the coding of the data, as well as its interpretation of the quantitative counts of the codes concerning the SLA pillars. Here, the emerged codes were compared, the potential subcategories were created and then grouped into the five pillars of SLA (human, social, natural, financial and physical) and outcomes (enhanced income, improved wellbeing, value-added food security, reduced vulnerability and higher sustainable usage of natural resources). 

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of respondents 
 
	Respondent Code
	Value-added agri-based product/s 
	Experience in the business  
	Gender 
	Age 
	Level of education 
	Market access


	R1
	Yogurt production 
High-nutrient yogurt, Ghee
	15 years 
	Male 
	35
	Advanced Level 
	Local markets, Retail shops

	R2
	Mushroom production: Straw mushroom, mushroom moju, mushroom bite, mushroom pot
	2 years 
	Male 
	24
	Diploma 
	Social media, Export channels 

	R3
	Traditional foods and beverages 
A pulp made from ingredients like Hin Bovitiya, curry leaves, and around ten medicinal types, Herbal drinks, kittul treacle, and local pickles
	    2 years 
	Female 
	37
	Diploma 
	Direct to consumer

	R4
	Cosmetics production: Butterfly pea face cream, body lotion, shampoo, hair oil  
	   3 years 
	Male 
	22
	University student
	Social media

	R5
	Livestock farming 
Dairy milk, Milk toffee, Biogas
	15 years 
	Male 
	47
	Ordinary Level 
	Direct to consumer, Village fair 

	R6
	Mushroom products: Mushroom cutlets, Mushroom bites, Mushroom soup, Mushroom sandwich, Mushroom paste, Moju and Mushroom rolls
	6 years
	Female 
	38
	Advanced Level
	Retail shops, Direct to consumer, Institutional buyers

	R7
	Natural food items 
Herbal broths using local medicinal ingredients
	5 years 
	Female 
	40
	Graduate
	Direct to consumer



Findings and Discussion 

Factors fostering rural ecopreneurship

The main task of the research is to analyze the role played by ecopreneurship in ensuring that rural people achieve sustainable livelihoods. Ecopreneurship is an emerging discipline. The necessity of determining ecopreneurial motivation or the motivation for the adoption of ecopreneurial behavior is the most significant to comprehend and further promote ecopreneurship. They cause value addition and they are either internal or external motivation, maybe economic, environmental, socio-ethical or structural, as opined in the literature (Guleria & Kaur, 2022).

Thus, the study initially investigated the drivers of rural ecopreneurship in the chosen instances. Most of the respondents revealed that environmental values and awareness realization make them more likely to conduct business in a more environmentally friendly manner. When they were chatting, the participants who have a high sense of awareness and environmental concerns understood the concept of natural resource conservation and manifested the aim of ensuring that the environment is not destroyed (Wang et al., 2021). Then there is the availability of resources (natural inputs, people, technology, and know-how), which is a critical determinant.  The factor of natural resources push is related to technological capabilities that essentially involve a combination of human resources and physical resources. Unavailability of financial resources is also an ecopreneurial motivation, particularly in small businesses, which are more strained by monetary factors. Thus, the economic incentive can probably be one of the keys determining factors when it comes to ecoprenurial behavior in small businesses. They found market niches with regard to the growing demand for eco-friendly products.  
For example, R2 stated that;

“There’s another product made from mycelium, which is one of the best ecovative products. It is especially a great solution to replace plastics. This product is made from the root-like structure of mushrooms, known as mycelium. It can be shaped into various forms, making it a viable alternative to plastic”.

R3 stated that;

“We source fruits and vegetables from the resources abundant in the surrounding environment. We produce these items when the required raw materials are plentiful”.

“My business has been financially beneficial to both me and my family. It has also helped others in the village by creating jobs. My products provide healthy food options. For the community, it brings modern employment opportunities and contributes to preserving the environment” (R4).
[bookmark: _Hlk211149427]
Ecopreneurship has a greater degree of risk, uncertainty, and novelty, and they are more complex. Due to this, they are extremely reliant on knowledge and information that cannot be fulfilled internally on its own. Therefore, strong commitment is also needed by ecopreneurs who are small business owners, since only in this way can they use their energy properly and at the same time run a business without violating and destroying the surroundings. Past researchers have discovered that self-efficacy has an immense influence on entrepreneurial intention (Rahayu, 2024). The higher an individual in their degree of enterprising self-efficacy, the more noted the entrepreneurial disposition of such an individual. Nonetheless, no such businesses are engaged in R&D internally or externally, and they do not have access to external knowledge since they do not have many networks and partners. Since their products are still at the stage of development, it must have access to professional experience that is associated with the environment and thus has had the opportunity to build their network and their know-how.


In sum, the study envisages the following propositions:  
Proposition 1: Small agri-business with a greater environmental awareness is more likely to possess ecopreneurship;
Proposition 2: Small agri-business has access to natural-based resources is more likely to possess ecopreneurship;
Proposition 3: Small agri-business with human capital is more likely to possess ecopreneurship.
Proposition 4: An Individual with self-efficacy is inclined to possess ecopreneurship.

[bookmark: _Hlk211149482]Sustainable rural livelihood outcomes

Sustainable livelihood framework entails five assets as follows: “(1) human capital, (2) natural capital, (3) physical capital, (4) financial capital and (5) social capital”. Through surveying the extent of livelihood capital of the chosen cases, all the respondents are rich in terms of natural capital like water, soil, boundaries, rivers, climate, forests, geographic location, wood and plants. and majority (5 out of 7) are contented with human capital such as household members, education and occupational skills, business management abilities, health conditions, and knowledge. Overall, the mean percentage of the respondents (3/7) was torn apart due to physical capital (infrastructure and goods that producers require in order to grow their business). Interestingly, 6 respondents disclosed that they could have financial resources either through bank loans or through their family members/friends. This is attributed to the fact that investors are highly interested in such ecopreneurship and worry over the necessity to offer solutions to environmental issues. The entrepreneurs bring about these businesses since they believe that there is a necessity to offer a solution to the environmental problems, and are convinced that the challenges can be tackled through the efforts of all. In such a way, they are contributing their part by creating an eco-innovative project. In our instances, finance access was not a major issue, as we see in the overall tiny enterprises. This indicates that poverty reduction credit policies have been administered at the household level within the study region. But there is no integrated, yet unified credit policy of the rural poor that has been stipulated in various documents.

Nonetheless, social capital is the source of capital which recorded some of the lowest records amongst the five sources of capital. Social capital is the social resources that individuals engage in to achieve their livelihood objectives, which may include relationships, networks, group membership, trust, interdependence and sharing of information on key informal security networks. High social assets will enable people to innovate, create knowledge, and share it and, consequently, increase human capital (Fahad et al., 2023). This is because external knowledge is important to these firms. This network is based on the professional experience concerning the environment gained by the entrepreneur, which makes its creation possible among other aspects (Abdesselam et al., 2024). In the chosen cases, most of the professional experience entrepreneurs have enabled them to build their own professional network. Moreover, such businesses have an economic incentive; hence, they are injected with traditional investors. They are also selective in the type of investors they take since they fear that the goals of the firm may be diverted, and thus they are in search of investors who hold similar sustainable values. 

Additionally, the development of rural livelihoods is said to be sustainable in case of augmented income, augmented wellbeing, augmented/value added food security, diminished vulnerability and more sustainable utilization of the natural resources. Thus, we discussed how ecopreneurship allow access to livelihood capitals to an individual is essential to the results of sustainable livelihoods (Refer Table 2).   
 
Table 2: Sustainable rural livelihood outcomes

	Livelihood capital
	Livelihood outcomes
	Integrated Livelihood outcome 

	Financial 
	Income renaissance
Opportunity oasis
Funding access channels
	Economic impact

	Natural 
	Environmental conservation
Biodiversity maintenance
Local resource optimization
	Sustainable resource management 

	Physical 
	Technological advancements
Transport development 
Market access 
	Infrastructure development

	Human 
	Health and nutrition
Traditional knowledge expansion 
	Skill development

	Social 
	Social inclusion
Cultural identity
	Community empowerment



Financial capital, as per the findings, is an expression of the various financial resources of people towards achieving their income generation, and includes cash flows, savings, and access to credit facilities. The greater availability of the cash flow enables households to diversify their income flow and enhance their livelihood (Abeje et al. 2019). The higher income level can enhance the risk-bearing capacity of the people, making the change in the livelihood diversification strategy of the households feasible. 

R5 stated that;
 “This business provides a good income, honestly." "I produce about 800 pieces daily, but even that quantity is insufficient. The main benefit for the village is the employment opportunities I provide.”
R4 stated that;
"Now, I have three people working with me. Being able to provide job opportunities through this business is something I really value."

The role of ecopreneurship in alleviating poverty can be measured by the view of its capacity to augment the income of small businesses. In general, the findings suggest that ecopreneurship would raise the revenue of the households by enhancing their purchasing power and family well-being in general. Moreover, food nutrition is acute in those regions where a household mostly relies on undiversified livelihoods (Etea et al. 2019). As the outcomes indicated, ecopreneurship's contribution to the household increment of food nutrition is mainly positive. Thus, it is evident that ecopreneurship and food nutrition have a positive relationship in the countryside. 

R7 stated that; 
“Generally, we see people who are willing to spend money for clean and hygienic food. My goal is to focus on creating quality local products and selling them at an affordable price."

[bookmark: _Hlk211149539]In the countryside, natural capital holds a vital role since the majority of the people in the countryside practice some form of farming. It does not just create livelihoods but is also important to sustain life. The variety of the natural resources may include public goods that are non-rival, like climate change, assets like trees, land and water, and applied to production. The selected businesses used sources of mushrooms, fodder, medicinal plants, and livestock. They were highly concerned about the conservation and development of natural resources. For example, R5 used watershed protection to sustain groundwater supply. It has been revealed that ecopreneurship provides an opportunity to regenerate and conserve environment and enhance productivity.

R2 stated that; 
"I noticed that a lot of plastic packaging is being used, which directly affects the environment. So, I started using organic packaging. None of my products use chemical ingredients, and I’ve set up a proper waste management system to ensure everything I do is environmentally friendly."

[bookmark: _Hlk211149561]In addition, it can also be regarded that ecopreneurship is among the least expensive methods to minimize uncertainties in the income of the individual, particularly in the rural population. It noted that ecopreneurship may bring immense consequences to socio-economic regions and support improved livelihoods. Climate change is an important challenge to the existing rural livelihood system and is extremely difficult for individuals who work and live within the rural areas. The ecopreneurship is regarded as a risk-spreading strategy to mitigate the exposure to catastrophic changes against unpredictable events like flooding, droughts, diseases, and seasonal variation of the natural resources. The results depicted that the primary physical assets that propel ecopreneurship are access to roads/markets and access to technology. 

The social capital highlights the importance of networks, belonging to more organized groups of society, trust relations and mutual interactions that individuals attract towards their livelihood goals (DFID, 1999). Through ecopreneurship, small business holders use natural resources to improve the livelihoods of their households as well as help others in the community by creating jobs, and contribute to preserving the environment. Individuals’ decisions to adopt ecopreneurship were significantly influenced by their experiences related to environmental issues. They are discriminative when selecting social capital since they fear that the agenda of the firm may shift and are thus in search of the investors who will uphold similar values of sustainability.

Future directions on ecoprenuership approaches

The rural people need mechanisms and policies to facilitate order in the management and organization of proper forms of ecoprenuership so as to have a sustainable livelihood. Based on the experience of the chosen rural ecopreneurs of the study, a suitable type of production and business structure is chosen, which will guarantee the attraction and maintenance of the ecopreneurship activities of the small business owners in the rural areas. The findings show that the factors that make rural ecoprenuership significant are the human, financial and natural capitals. The contribution of rural ecoprenuership towards poverty alleviation is evident in the rise in the level of income earned, availability of food and nutritional conditions, sustainable production and adaptation to climatic vulnerabilities. Incorporating ecoprenuership is critically dependent on better access towards livelihood capitals and is one of the avenues towards attaining sustainable rural livelihood results. The ecopreneurs are the most environmentally oriented; indeed, they establish environmental goals for their products and incorporate environmental aspects even in the early stage of the innovation process. This is the reason why external knowledge is important to such firms. The formation of this network is made possible, among others, by the professional experience that pertains to the environment that the entrepreneur has received. The education establishments are ambitious to think over new types of business models, as well as new approaches to producing, consuming, and managing resources. Thus, there is a need to reinforce and encourage such new efforts with rural ecopreneurs. In reality, it would also be fitting to promote inter-generational co-entrepreneurship, specifically through establishing associations and individual and governmental support systems that can establish networking platforms. In its support, the government should ensure that it can have individuals participate in the process of policy making so that it can promote their participation, people know, people discuss, people contribute, people inspect, people manage, and people benefit.


Conclusion 

Considering the alarming environmental conditions, there is a need to count on ecoprenuership to activate livelihoods. We attempt to fill the gaps witnessed on the literature, in this paper, by concentrating on rural ecoprenuership and sustainable livelihood. By encouraging the expansion of sustainable businesses, rural ecopreneurship creates new business opportunities. These initiatives usually draw upon local resources and traditional knowledge, fostering the economic growth of the community. Ecopreneurs in rural areas usually focus on sustainable resource management. They ensure the sustainability of natural resources like water, forests, agriculture, and biodiversity by using ecologically friendly practices. The sustainable approach supports the livelihoods of individuals who rely on these resources for their daily needs. Ecopreneurial firms often create employment opportunities in rural areas. These businesses could produce jobs for the community by working in organic farming, handicrafts, sustainable forestry, ecotourism, or renewable energy. Ecopreneurship fosters skill development and capacity building in rural communities. People acquire new knowledge and abilities regarding sustainable practices, which benefits them in their employment at these organizations and gives them the ability to incorporate these ideas into their own everyday routines.

The given research has its limitations that, however, provide some interesting perspectives for future research. To start with, the findings were out of small and selected cases, and in this case, there could not be minimal selection bias. The future research projects would be further improved by including a wider and varied geographical cohort and undertaking comparative studies in the different regions to develop a more holistic viewpoint. In addition, future studies would seek to incorporate a broader range of variables that affect ecoprenuership in as it would be possible to include personal values, social norming, and access to green technologies in the set of variables that would affect ecoprenuership among rural communities. Lastly, we must determine the causal relationship between ecopreneurship with sustainable livelihood. This can in itself be a further development of this study field and result in additional empirical research and contributions.
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