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Abstract: As older people have accumulated more developed networks, stronger financial positions
and a greater ability to leverage resources and create more credible businesses, they are better placed
to start new and more successful businesses than the younger generation. This paper presents the
research that has been conducted for the ENTRUST project, which aims at designing an entrepreneur-
ship training programme for people aged 50+ who are interested in creating new businesses to foster
the sustainable development of rural areas and to provide services to tourists or other businesses that
support tourism in rural areas. The results of the surveys for potential 50+ entrepreneurs (72 respon-
dents) and experts in rural development and tourism organizations (100 respondents) show that there
are perceived business opportunities in rural areas for experienced 50+ professionals. There is also a
high demand for training targeted at rural tourism entrepreneurs. The interviews of experienced 50+
entrepreneurs (8) who work in cooperation with the rural community show that 50+ entrepreneurs
find their work meaningful and that they want to continue working “as long as their health allows”.
They greatly value the opportunity to develop the rural area and to be involved in preserving its
historical and cultural heritage.

Keywords: active ageing; entrepreneurship education; entrepreneurship training; rural tourism;
senior entrepreneur; sustainable development

1. Introduction

Population ageing and the simultaneous decline in fertility rates are among the greatest
challenges facing Western European countries [1] (p. 211). These developments have an
adverse influence on the proportion of working and non-working people. Although various
countries with high unemployment figures encourage early retirement of older workers
by claiming that they are “creating room for youngsters wanting to work”, the future is
more likely to show a shortage rather than a surplus in workforces [2] (p. 16). In fact, the
employment objective of the “Europe 2020 Agenda for New Skills and Jobs”, which focuses
on the ageing of the European Union’s population, is to have three out of four Europeans
aged 20–64 in work. As older Europeans are in good health and can contribute to economic
growth through their skills and experience, it is crucial to better exploit the potential of
older people in the labor market [3] (p. 8).

According to the European Commission [4] predominantly rural areas make up half
of Europe and represent around 20% of the population. However, most of the rural areas
are also among the least favored regions in the EU, with a GDP per head significantly
below the European average. Rural areas are facing challenges in terms of sustainable
development. They can be a place of both agricultural production and other sectors, such
as trade in agri-food, recreation, tourism and forestry. The countryside is an attractive place
to live and work and a reservoir of natural resources and unique landscapes [5].

Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 572. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13060572 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13060572
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13060572
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3791-1783
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4333-3679
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13060572
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/educsci13060572?type=check_update&version=1


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 572 2 of 22

Despite all the challenges, rural areas also provide opportunities for entrepreneurs.
According to Šimkova [6] (p. 263): “The EU member states in general want to increase
the quality of life, clear or mitigate regional disparity and keep sustainable development
in rural areas. Rural areas are places for living, recreational areas, cultural and natural
space. The differentiation of rural areas and cities is seen in broadening of income and
employment opportunities. The term “rural tourism” has been defined in a number of ways,
it varies from country to country, and it is rather difficult to find a universal definition,
due to its complex multi-faceted nature. Rural tourism or agro-tourism becomes very
popular especially in the economically developed countries. It is its economically and
socially positive impact, which allows farmers to gain additional financial sources and
create new job positions for other local people. In fact, it is a very positive and ecological
form of tourism. Unlike the uncontrolled, mass and purely commercial tourism, these
leisure activities have a very low negative impact on the environment”.

Moreover, Cunha, Kastenholz and Carneiro [7] state that the tourism system integrates
several activities, resources and stakeholders, enabling the creation of appealing overall
rural tourism experiences, attracting visitors and boosting the place’s local economy if
well managed and articulated. Rural territories dispose of a unique set of natural and
cultural resources that might represent also good business opportunities. Local businesses
and inspired entrepreneurs are crucial to transforming those resources into attractive and
competitive and sustainable tourism products.

According to Komppula [8] (p. 366) small rural entrepreneurs must have a sound
business model if they want to succeed in the tourism sector. Innovative new niche products
are key to differentiating themselves from competitors in rural areas; thus, an entrepreneur
must also have an innovative mind to generate new ideas for their businesses. Rural
tourism also faces problems of quality, accessibility and price, especially in the organized
activity sector, which suffers from very short seasons. Short seasons create variable demand,
making it impossible for entrepreneurs to sustain a full-time business [8] (p. 366).

1.1. ENTRUST Project

The ENTRUST project is an Erasmus+ funded international training and development
programme to design an entrepreneurship training programme for people aged 50+ in vo-
cational education and training. The aim of the business envisaged in the entrepreneurship
training is to meet the challenges of rural areas, to support the preservation of European cul-
ture, nature and heritage sites and to provide services to other businesses, entrepreneurial
networks or tourists that support sustainable tourism in rural areas.

The ENTRUST project will create interactive tools and a learning platform with up-
to-date training and support material for planning a new business. The ENTRUST project
involves Finland (Haaga-Helia UAS), the Netherlands (Stichting Business Development
Friesland), Ireland (Innovation and Management Centre) and Portugal (Aidlearn, Consul-
toria em Recursos Humanos and Domínio Vivo—Formação e Consultoria).

1.2. Research Questions and Research Design

The aim of this paper is to present the results of the surveys aimed at potential 50+
entrepreneurs, who may take part in the entrepreneurship training, and experts in rural
development and rural tourism organizations. This paper also introduces the results of our
semi-structured interviews of 50+ entrepreneurs, who are already entrepreneurs in rural
areas and intend to continue in the future.

There are two research questions: (1) The first research question (RQ1): What kind of
entrepreneurial training do potential 50+ entrepreneurs need if they want to create new
businesses which promote sustainable development and tourism in rural areas? (2) The
second research question (RQ2): How do 50+ rural area entrepreneurs promote sustainable
development in their local communities?

The key phenomena or concepts in this study project—namely, ageing and senior
entrepreneurship, becoming an entrepreneur in older age, entrepreneurial learning and
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learning approaches (especially for the 50+ age group), rural entrepreneurship, sustainable
tourism and sustainable development—are described in the literature review. The theoreti-
cal background is also presented in the literature review and the key phenomena of the
surveys and interviews are listed in Figure 1.
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2. Literature Review and Theoretical Background

To better understand the phenomenon and context of senior entrepreneurship in
ENTRUST partner countries, the ENTRUST project conducted a literature review. The aim
was also to explore how senior entrepreneurs can promote social sustainability in their local
rural areas. The purpose of the literature review in this article is to provide an overview
of the project topic and related phenomena. A literature review is a method that analyzes
published studies, presents the sources used and provides an overview of phenomena



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 572 4 of 22

and research findings that are current in a specific field. There are several phases in the
implementation of a literature review: defining the key words and searching for relevant
research, publications, statistics, case studies, etc., as well as the definition of research
questions and analysis of the research materials [9].

To consider the evolution and the historical perspective of the phenomenon [9] (p. 7),
and highlighting the important role of 50+ entrepreneurship in an ageing Europe, a broad
narrative description was also developed for the ENTRUST project. For the literature
review, each project partner searched and reviewed literature from both a European and
a national perspective. This article presents and interprets the results of an extensive
literature review in a nutshell. For each of the phenomena considered, the following
questions were asked: What is the meaning of the phenomenon? Why is it important?
What are the challenges? What is the country-specific characteristics of the phenomenon?

2.1. Ageing and Senior Entrepreneurship

The ageing process and the classification of older individuals cannot be justified on
biological and/or physiological grounds. Age is a social construct, where the allocation of
people to an ageing group is made in relation to current theoretical understanding, practical
interests and empirical considerations. Especially in policy-focused research, current per-
ceptions and beliefs about older people, the legal retirement age and current life expectancy
are important [10] (p. 31). In addition to the psychological process of ageing, age has many
contexts, such as cultural, generational, gender, career and human resource management
contexts [11] (p. 7). According to Thijssen and Rocco [2] (p. 15), the perspective of older
workers is changing with respect to active ageing, bridging employment, shadow careers,
second careers and becoming entrepreneurs.

Luger and Mulder [12] (p. 60) refer to several researchers when defining the term
age. Human biological age refers to the functioning of the body, where ageing is related
to the breakdown of body parts, while from a psychological point of view, age refers to
intelligence and memory. Sociocultural age depends on society’s expectations of older
people. Chronological age is the most straightforward, but often the least informative,
indicator of age because the focus of the perspective is on the number, not on the individ-
ual’s background. Not all classifications provide information about individuals’ learning
abilities or experiences, but different classifications are necessary for empirical research to
define a specific age range and to compare different groups.

2.1.1. Senior Entrepreneurship

As life expectancy rises, senior entrepreneurs are playing an increasingly important
role in economic activity. However, despite the growing importance of seniors for economic
performance, policy frameworks and business, their impact is under-researched [13]. Older
entrepreneurs are referred to as senior entrepreneurs, grey entrepreneurs, senior or third-
age entrepreneurs, older entrepreneurs and second-career entrepreneurs, among other
titles [14]. As the terms senior and grey may sound offensive; hence, Hearn and Parkin [15]
recommend using the age categories: young adults (18–29 years old), middle-aged adults
(30–49 years old), older adults (50–64 years old) and older adults (65–80 years old). In the
ENTRUST project, the term 50+ entrepreneur is used because the planned entrepreneurship
training is aimed at all people over 50.

Isele and Rogoff [13] point out that although the media portray entrepreneurs in
their twenties as technological wizards and innovators, recent studies show that both the
18–29 age group and the 60+ age group have the same number of new start-ups, and in
fact, the 55–64 age group has the highest start-up activity. Schøtt et al. [16] also confirm
that entrepreneurship among older people is a very important economic asset both globally
and regionally.

In 2018, there were 14.5 million entrepreneurs over 50 years old in the EU, representing
48% of all entrepreneurs in the region. More than 31% of these entrepreneurs employ people
other than themselves [17]. In Finland, for example, the number of entrepreneurs has
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increased only in the 55–74 age group [18]. In 2017, 13% of all Finnish entrepreneurs aged
65–74 had previously been employees but continued to work part-time after retirement [19].
In Finland, almost half of entrepreneurs who founded a start-up in their senior years have
previous entrepreneurial experience [20].

People aged 50–64 are generally better able to start and run businesses than younger
people [21–25], and their businesses are also more successful [26]. Their success is based
on social capital and the more developed networks which they have accumulated during
their careers. They also have stronger financial positions, a greater ability to leverage
resources and create more credible businesses over their careers [16]. Even though older
entrepreneurs are more successful, according to Battisto et.al [27] (p. 15) and Love [28], 50+
owned firms experienced significant financial hardship during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Pensioners are the largest group of self-employed workers in the EU. In 2018, 48%
(14.5 million) of all self-employed people were aged over 50. More than 31% of these
self-employed also employ others, so to prevent the loss of these businesses and jobs,
policymakers should support business transfers [17] and not only start new businesses.

2.1.2. Reasons for Becoming an Entrepreneur at an Older Age

Older entrepreneurs can be divided into three groups: (1) those who worked as
employees and become entrepreneurs as they retired; (2) those who worked as employees
and retired but later become an entrepreneur; and (3) former entrepreneurs who continue
their entrepreneurship after retirement [29]. Early retired entrepreneurs can be sub-divided
into three types: for some, becoming self-employed is a rational choice; some have had a
desire to be entrepreneurs but, for various reasons, have not been able to realize this desire
earlier in their career; and some would prefer to return to their former roles as employees,
even though they might do well as entrepreneurs (e.g., [23,30]). The earlier experience of
entrepreneurship or family entrepreneurship might also be a reason to continue or become
an entrepreneur at an older age as they are too busy running their business to spend time
thinking about the distant future and retirement, and others cannot imagine a time when
they are not running the business. According to Calabrò and Valentino [31], more than half
(53%) of all family CEOs plan to retire between the ages of 61 and 70, with 27% planning to
retire after age 70.

Escuder-Mollon et al. [32] found that lifelong learning in later life is becoming more
common, but instead of meeting work-related needs and qualification requirements, older
people have more personal needs: curiosity, a desire to understand the environment,
integration, pleasure or staying active. Personal goals improve quality of life; education
increases well-being and understanding of oneself and society. Finding and achieving
personal goals helps older learners to feel that they are contributing to and being part
of society [32]. Compared to other age groups, older people show the highest relative
prevalence of the necessity motivation for entrepreneurship due to a lack of other options
for a sustainable livelihood [16]. Older jobseekers are found to be driven solely by a “get out
of unemployment” entrepreneurial dynamic and thus by necessity entrepreneurship [33].

Römer-Paakkanen and Takanen-Körperich [34] studied older age women entrepreneurs
and found that commitment to work and meaningful activities motivate entrepreneurs at
an older age. Aging people may also have a combination of social, personal and finan-
cial reasons suitable for becoming an entrepreneur. These reasons can be grouped into
five categories, as shown in Figure 2: entrepreneurship as a means of economic support
(having); belonging to a community (loving); meaningfulness, self-fulfillment and lifelong
learning (being); networking and active participation (belonging); and entrepreneurship as
a lifestyle (acting).
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According to Diener, Lucas and Oishi [37], subjective well-being (SWB) reflects an
overall evaluation of the quality of a person’s life from her or his own perspective. Different
people likely weigh different objective circumstances differently depending on their goals,
their values and even their culture. Presumably, subjective evaluations of quality of life
reflect these idiosyncratic reactions to objective life circumstances in ways that alternative
approaches (such as the objective-list approach) cannot.

Aslam and Corrado [38] distinguish between a pair of concepts: personal functioning,
which describes how much control individuals have over their lives and the extent to
which they perceive their activities as having purpose; and inter-personal functioning,
referring to what the individual does for other people or for their community in terms of
pro-social behavior.

The OECD [39] (p. 5) conceptual framework to measure regional well-being built on
over ten years of work focusing on measures of people’s well-being and societal progress
to create the Better Life Initiative, which proposes to measure well-being through a multi-
dimensional approach. The OECD conceptual framework for measuring well-being in
regions and cities, for example, focuses both on individuals and on place-based charac-
teristics, as the interaction between the two shapes people’s overall well-being. Wiklund,
Nikolaev, Shir, Foo and Bradley [40] define entrepreneurial well-being as “the experience
of satisfaction, positive affect, infrequent negative affect, and psychological functioning
in relation to developing, starting, growing, and running an entrepreneurial venture”.
Nikolova [41], in her study, found that self-employment improves mental health, and in
the case of opportunity entrepreneurs, also physical health.

Kautonen, Halvorsen, Minniti, and Kibler [42], in their study, found robust evidence
that the dominant assumption of a positive and significant relationship between switching
to entrepreneurship and improvement in perceived self-realization opportunities holds
in the context of late-career entrepreneurship. They also found that individuals who
switch to entrepreneurship desire to work longer than those who stay in paid employment,
and this relationship is mediated by changes in self-realization. On the other hand, they
found that a transition to entrepreneurship positively impacts self-realization only in the
short term (two-year model), whereas in the medium term (four-year model), the level of
self-realization returns to its pre-transition level.
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2.2. Entrepreneurial Learning and 50+ Learning Approaches

Entrepreneurship is one of the key lifelong learning skills that individuals need for
personal fulfilment and development, active citizenship, social inclusion and employ-
ment [43]. Education and lifelong learning also play a key role in improving the quality
of life and well-being of middle-aged and older adults by strengthening social networks
and social support, contributing to social solidarity and, at the same time, contributing to
economic development. Older adult learning also has the potential to improve levels of
productive ageing by ensuring that older workers have the necessary skills required by
potential employment opportunities [44]. Entrepreneurial learning is a social process in
which learning is not only part of the individual knowledge creation process but also a
functional interaction with others [45]. Therefore, entrepreneurs’ social networks, such as
family, friends, business partners, individuals and other professionals, such as accountants,
bankers and lawyers, are important sources of learning and knowledge.

Entrepreneurial learning is contextual, i.e., entrepreneurs learn in real-life situations.
This experiential learning process involves learning by doing, reflecting, experimenting and
collaborating. Entrepreneurial learning is a dynamic process in which entrepreneurs act and
make decisions about policies that they are not always prepared for. Entrepreneurs must
take risks in an uncertain environment, and sometimes they fail. Entrepreneurs consider
making mistakes and failing as important parts of learning, which triggers reflective
behavior [46–48]. Through reflection, entrepreneurs build knowledge about their businesses
and also about themselves, leading to personal development.

The learning needs of the target group should be considered when designing the
training programme. However, many programmes do not consider the social, cultural
or educational background of learners [49]. The different contexts of students create
different learning needs. Older people’s cultural values and ways of thinking, as well as
their educational and learning histories, may vary from country to country. Older people
have accumulated a lifetime of experience that they bring to learning situations. Their
readiness for entrepreneurship varies according to their previous life experience; some may
have had work experience as employees, while some have experience as entrepreneurs.
According to De Faoite et al. [49], entrepreneurship education and training initiatives need
to be continuously monitored and evaluated to ensure that their objectives are being met.
Kern [50] (p. 210) reminds adult education providers to define the target group precisely, to
reflect on their interests and to consider that learning arrangements are not only obliged to
the requests of participants but are also intended to assist them in developing new learning
interests and to address their conscious learning needs.

A learning environment for entrepreneurial learning should support learner-centered
learning rather than teacher-centered learning. The role of the teacher is to facilitate and
guide learners during the learning process. However, the responsibility for organizing
knowledge lies with the learners themselves. Learning activities should be context, problem
and/or opportunity based. Contextual learning differs from classroom learning, where
knowledge is presented in the abstract and out of context [51].

Learning methods should include both individual, experiential learning and collab-
orative learning, but the pace of learning can vary between learners, and this should
be considered when designing the learning environment [51,52]. In group work, older
learners can share their experiences and develop social skills, self-esteem, confidence and
motivation. Other learning methods that enhance entrepreneurship and new business
creation are, e.g., lectures, discussions, role-plays, case studies, feedback discussions, videos
and simulations.

If a person wants to remain active in old age, he/she needs to acquire more skills to
remain competitive in the labor market. Hessel [52] argues that when the educated age
group reaches the age of 50–55, they have a better chance of finding employment in later
life. The specific characteristics of older workers, such as their education and learning
history, should be recognized, as workers who are not used to continuous learning may
be reluctant to participate in training. Competitive learning situations should therefore
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be avoided. Training should consider differences between individuals—for example,
in the time required for learning—and self-learning should be encouraged. However,
Formosa [53] stresses the principle of inclusion, according to which older people should
not be treated as a separate group but should be integrated into the community while
ensuring that their specific needs and interests are met. Socci, Clarke and Principi [54]
state that active aging could be considered as an umbrella concept, including many paid
and unpaid activities, among which are voluntary and community work. Thus, active
aging emphasizes a holistic and life-course approach, including quality of life, physical
and mental well-being and social participation, leading to a “win–win” situation, where
individuals (micro level), organizations (meso level) and society (macro level) benefit from
the adoption and implementation of active aging policies, strategies, and initiatives.

Desjardin and Rubenson [55] state that adult education scholars distinguish between
three broad types of barriers to participation: dispositional, or the individual’s attitudes
and preferences; situational, referring to the circumstances of the individual’s life; and insti-
tutional, denoting the practices and requirements of providers. While these are descriptive
rather than theoretical categories, they concisely summarize what is undoubtedly a wide
range of factors that can inhibit adult participation in learning in general, and participation
by older workers more specifically [55].

2.3. Sustainable Development and Sustainable Tourism

Sustainable development means meeting the needs of the present whilst ensuring that
future generations can meet their own needs. It has three main pillars, i.e., components:
economic; environmental; and social. To achieve sustainable development, policies in these
three areas must work together and support each other [56]. Sustainability can be visually
represented in three different ways: by three pillars, by three intersecting circles centered
on overall sustainability or by three “concentric” circles [57].

There are also other interpretations of sustainability, as sustainability can be defined
in relation to only one pillar (economic, environmental or social), therefore involving the
sustainability of some natural processes or sustainability related to social phenomena. This
interpretation focuses on an impact analysis and does not necessarily identify a long run
analysis [58] (p. 64).

According to Roger et al. [59], social sustainability means meeting the needs of human
well-being. To implement the various innovations that will transform societies in the direc-
tion of environmental sustainability, it is necessary to have well-functioning societies—from
a social, political and economic standpoint—that can meet the new challenges successfully.
To provide the resources necessary for sustainable development of the communities most in
need, we must ensure a more equitable global distribution of resources and empowerment.
In the developed world, this will also require that business plans and government policies
be directed at steady-state rather than perpetual growth economic models.

“The Global Sustainable Tourism Council” (GSTC) [60] has defined criteria that serve
as global standards for tourism and tourism sustainability. The criteria are used for ed-
ucation and awareness-raising, for decision-making, measurement and evaluation by
businesses, government agencies and other types of organizations, and as a basis for certi-
fication. “The GSTC criteria build on decades of previous work and experience around the world
and take into account the numerous guidelines and standards for sustainable tourism from every
continent. They reflect our aim to achieve a global consensus on sustainable tourism. The process
of developing the criteria was designed to follow the ISEAL Alliance, an international body that
provides guidelines for the development and management of sustainability standards in all sectors.
This code is based on the relevant ISO standards. The criteria are the minimum, not the maximum,
that companies, governments and sites must achieve to approach social, environmental, cultural
and economic sustainability. As each destination has its own culture, environment, customs and
laws, the criteria are designed to be adaptable to local conditions and are supplemented by additional
criteria for specific locations and activities” [60].
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2.4. Rural Tourism

The OECD [61] (p.3) defines a rural area as follows: “At the local level, a population
density of 150 persons per square kilometers is the recommended criterion. At the regional
level, geographical units are grouped according to the proportion of rural population into
three types: predominantly rural (50%), significantly rural (15–50%) and predominantly
urbanized (15%)” [61] (p. 3).

According to Lanfranchi and Giannetto [62] (p. 218), in a rural area, the main problems
derive principally from depopulation, i.e., the exodus of a large number of people from the
“campaigns” for the cities. Often, this migration is composed of qualified young people
who cannot find any source of income in the area. Effects have frequently triggered a
double array: the low ratio of economic activity and agricultural work, which consequently
generates low farm incomes (in this case is called push effect); or the growth of labor
demand in other sectors, which consequently generates more income (pull effect). The
problem of depopulation is due to the distorting effects chain, such as the one linked to the
suppression of isolation facilities (public and private services in small communities tend to
shrink and, in some cases, to disappear).

According to the UNWTO [63], tourism can be an effective means of providing socioe-
conomic opportunities for rural communities as it can help with increasing the attractive-
ness and vitality of rural areas, mitigating demographic challenges, reducing migration
and promoting a range of local resources and traditions while upholding the essence of
rural life.

The term rural tourism has been defined in a number of ways; it is rather difficult to
find a generally valid definition, due to its multi-faceted and complex nature. According to
Ana [64], all things considered, rural tourism, agro-tourism and ecotourism have common
points regarding the type of tourists who choose this kind of holidays and the quality
of time they aspire to, but also in terms of trends, conditions and principles the bodies
and communities involved tend to be guided by. Arslan and Ekren [65] (p. 2579) refer to
Soykan’s [66] definition of rural tourism as a form of tourism integrated with the natural
environment, rural settlements and local economic activities.

Rural tourism can also be defined as the movement of people from their usual place of
residence to a rural area for a minimum of 24 h and a maximum of six months for the sole
purpose of leisure and pleasure [67]. Rural tourism refers to all tourism activities in a rural
area. Fleischer and Pizam [68] use the term “rural holiday”, where the tourist spends most
of his/her holiday time recreationally in a rural environment on a farm, in a farmhouse or
in the surrounding area. As tourism is often seen as an important means of development
in marginal rural areas, such development is believed to appeal to a postmodern market
seeking “unique” experiences [69].

Cultural authenticity and natural resources are important tools for countries and
destinations to use in their efforts to attract tourists. When tourism is based on broad
stakeholder participation and sustainable development principles, it can raise awareness
of cultural and environmental values and help finance the protection and management of
protected and sensitive areas [70]. Cultural heritage, in its broadest sense, is both a product
and a process, which provides societies with a wealth of resources that are inherited from
the past, created in the present and bestowed for the benefit of future generations. Most
importantly, it includes not only tangible but also natural and intangible heritage [71].
World Heritage properties are important travel destinations, which have a great potential
impact on local economic development and long-term sustainability [72].

3. Research Methods and Data

The approach in this research is abductive and guided by iteration between data and
theory [73]. The aim of the research project is to acquire insight into interpreting and
understanding the meanings of core phenomena of this study [74] (p. 33) and to deepen
understanding of 50+ entrepreneurship in rural areas in four European contexts. The
research is driven by an interest in producing practical knowledge for creating training
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for 50+ potential entrepreneurs. As information is gathered from three different target
groups, the research requires both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods.
This multiple case research strategy is chosen to explore the real-life situations of 50+
entrepreneurs in rural areas [75,76].

The data for research question 1 were collected through a survey in four ENTRUST
partner countries (the Netherlands, Ireland, Portugal and Finland). The questionnaires
were targeted at two different audiences: experts in the tourism industry and regional
development; and potential 50+ entrepreneurs. The survey questions were structured in
line with the previous literature and from which the following themes were identified:
(a) experts’ perceptions of entrepreneurial potential and challenges of entrepreneurship in
tourism-related businesses in rural areas; (b) entrepreneurial aspirations of potential 50+
entrepreneurs in rural areas; and (c) key topics and methods suitable for 50+ entrepreneur-
ship training. The questionnaire consisted of multiple-choice questions, open questions
and statements, which respondents rated on a Likert scale of 1 to 4 (1 = strongly disagree;
4 = strongly agree).

In the absence of registered data on target groups, respondents for both surveys were
selected by snowball sampling in all countries. Both surveys were carried out by e-mail
between April and July 2022. A total of 100 expert respondents and a total of 72 potential
50+ entrepreneur respondents were reached.

In the survey analyses, Likert scale analysis was used to calculate the mean scores for
the statements. The results show the range of means for the four countries. The results of the
multiple-choice questions are presented as percentages, i.e., the percentage of respondents
who selected a statement.

To understand the contextual dimensions, we use an explorative and interpretive
approach [77] in semi-structured interviews of 50+ entrepreneurs. The data for research
question 2 was collected between April and September 2022 through eight face-to-face
interviews, which were also filmed. Two interviews were conducted with entrepreneurs
or entrepreneurial couples from each partner country (the Netherlands, Ireland, Finland
and Portugal). The semi-structured interviews focused on how senior entrepreneurs in
rural areas contribute to economic, social and environmental sustainability. The filmed
semi-structured interviews were analyzed by building interpretations around each filmed
interview, and the evidence was re-examined using thematic analysis [78] (p. 36). The
interviews were then analyzed from different perspectives in an iterative process under
three key elements: the contribution of 50+ entrepreneurs to rural economic, social and
environmental sustainability. The filmed documentaries complement the interviews and
present the business environment and landscape. The documentaries will also be used as
best practice examples and training materials in the upcoming entrepreneurship training.

To save the time and costs of both the interviewee and the interviewer, nowadays,
more and more video-based research and video interviews online are conducted. De
Villiers, Farooq and Molinari [79] use the term “video interviews” to refer to qualitative
research interviews (i.e., semi-structured and unstructured in-depth interviews) conducted
by using online video communication technologies, including hardware (such as computers
and smart phones) and software (such as Skype, Zoom and WhatsApp), which allow the
interviewer and interviewee to see (video) and talk (audio) to each other in real-time, i.e.,
live. As the aim in the ENTRUST project was also to use those short documentary films
as teaching materials in the potential entrepreneurs’ training, the online video interview
material is not suitable for describing best-practice cases and their businesses. The best-
practice documentary films (length about 15 min each and trailers) will be published both
on ENTRUST project website and on the interviewed entrepreneurs’ websites.



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 572 11 of 22

4. Results
4.1. What Kind of Entrepreneurial Training Do Potential 50+ Entrepreneurs Need If They Want to
Create New Businesses Which Promote Sustainable Development and Tourism in Rural
Areas (RQ1)?

The number of respondents to both surveys (Table 1) was small: 72 potential 50+
entrepreneurs and a total of 100 expert responses. As the aim was to find ideas for designing
entrepreneurship training in rural areas and not to describe or compare populations, the
small number of respondents does not compromise the usefulness of the results or the
reliability of the study. In addition, the target group of the survey was 50+ potential
entrepreneurs who would be interested in starting a business in a rural area, regardless of
where they lived at the time of the survey. The survey of experts focused in particular on
people specialized in rural entrepreneurship and tourism business.

Table 1. Number of respondents in the four target countries.

Potential Entrepreneurs 50+ Tourism Development Organizations

Netherlands 17 16

Ireland 15 43

Portugal 24 27

Finland 16 14

Total 72 100

4.1.1. Experts’ Views on the Entrepreneurial Potential and Challenges of Entrepreneurship
for Tourism-Related Business

Experts (n = 100) felt that rural areas have a lot of opportunities for entrepreneurs
(average 3.4–3.8) and that it is important to make local cultural heritage visible (average
3.6–3.8), which is why they felt that providing entrepreneurship training is important for
the development of tourism in the rural areas (average 2.8–3.7).

According to experts from all four countries, the tourism sector faces many challenges
in rural areas. During COVID-19, many workers were forced to leave their jobs and change
sectors, which, as the situation has improved, has led to staff shortages in many businesses.
For many entrepreneurs, the pandemic was a financial burden, and many were forced to
close their businesses. More recently, high inflation has contributed to increased costs and
made it more difficult for many entrepreneurs to do business.

Infrastructure was seen as a challenge in all countries. For example, in rural areas,
there is not enough public transport, which means that tourists are forced to rent a car.
Inadequate broadband and digital services were perceived as a problem in countries such
as Ireland, while in Finland they were good. Many natural and cultural sites were perceived
as having few services or being otherwise poorly managed; for example, some sites have
poorly marked trails.

In rural areas, tourism is often seasonal and there has been no success in creating new
attractive activities outside the season. In addition, slow spatial planning hampers tourism
development in some areas. Since rural businesses are small, entrepreneurs often must do
all the work themselves.

Table 2 summarizes the main challenges faced by entrepreneurs according to the
experts (n = 100). While there were differences in the responses of experts from different
countries, access to labor (71%), infrastructure (56%) and access to finance (54%) emerged
as the main challenges for entrepreneurship in rural areas in all partner countries.
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Table 2. Experts’ views on the main challenges for entrepreneurs in rural areas (n = 100).

n

Infrastructure (transport links, network
connections, etc.) 56

Access to finance 54

Too few entrepreneurs 37

Availability of labor 71

Difficult to find customers 33

Lack of appropriate networks 33

Lack of appropriate education/training 35

Other challenges for entrepreneurs in rural areas include business, productization,
networking, marketing and digital skills. Regional actors should cooperate more to develop
services. Many entrepreneurs are also reluctant to change and do not understand the
importance of quality of service, for example. A Finnish expert described the mindset of
entrepreneurs: “... level 2–3 is enough for me, when the customer wants level 4–5”. The
demands of sustainable tourism has also led to a reluctance to invest among entrepreneurs.

4.1.2. Entrepreneurial Aspirations of Potential 50+ Entrepreneurs in Rural Areas

Of potential 50+ entrepreneurs, 25% plan to become entrepreneurs in future. Of those
entrepreneurs, 50% who already have a previous business in rural areas intend to continue
their business after retirement (Table 3).

Table 3. Entrepreneurial aspirations of potential 50+ entrepreneurs in rural areas (n = 71).

n %

I plan to become an entrepreneur in the near future 18 25%

I plan to become an entrepreneur when I retire 8 11%

I am an entrepreneur and I intend to continue
running my business even after I retire 33 47%

I am self-employed, but I want to start a new
business in another sector 8 11%

I have no intention of becoming an entrepreneur 8 11%

Potential 50+ entrepreneurs felt that their long careers in a wide range of jobs and
extensive life experience put them in a good position to succeed as entrepreneurs in the
future. One respondent describes this as follows. “I am an older entrepreneur. I have a
lot of life experience that will help me in the future”. Entrepreneurs also mentioned that
sales skills, extensive networks, the ability to work hard, learning from mistakes, problem-
solving skills and an eagerness to learn new things contribute to success as an entrepreneur.
Overall, respondents felt that they had a good chance of success (average 2.7–3.1) if they
started a business.

Respondents rated their ability to reflect, get along with different people, assess the con-
sequences of ideas and actions and project management skills very highly (average 3.3–3.6).
In addition, some respondents mentioned that they had important skills in creative think-
ing, interpersonal skills, networking skills, openness and a willingness to help people find
solutions to their problems. On the other hand, respondents considered their ability to
tolerate uncertainty, take risks and design and develop new products and services to be
only slightly above average (average 2.5–3.2).

Table 4 shows the reasons given by potential 50+ entrepreneurs (n = 72) for becoming
or remaining self-employed. The most important reasons for becoming or remaining
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an entrepreneur were the desire to develop and use their skills (65%) and the desire to
participate actively in society (46%), while belonging to the community (22%) or the need
to earn extra money (27%) were somewhat important reasons for becoming or remaining
an entrepreneur.

Table 4. Reasons given by potential 50+ entrepreneurs for becoming or remaining self-employed
(n = 72).

n %

I want to develop and use my skills 47 65%

I need extra money 27 38%

I want to feel part of a community 22 31%

Entrepreneurship is my way of life 27 38%

I want to play an active role in society 33 46%

I want to promote the cultural heritage of the region 23 32%

I want to promote social sustainability in my region 32 44%

Respondents to the ENTRUST survey cited lack of finance, bureaucracy, lack of confi-
dence in their ideas, lack of courage, old age, working alone, lack of time and better income
from paid work as factors preventing them from becoming entrepreneurs.

The main survey findings of the ENTRUST project were very similar to those of the
Erasmus+ MyBusiness project [80], which conducted a focus group interview to find out
what barriers or needs Irish unemployed older people might experience when consider-
ing becoming an entrepreneur. In both studies, the main barriers to starting a business
were a lack of self-confidence and identification of personal skills, such as insufficient IT
skills, and the perceived riskiness of taking out a bank loan at an older age. Both focus
group participants and survey respondents felt that they should have mentors, good net-
works and information about organisations supporting entrepreneurship if they wanted to
become entrepreneurs.

4.1.3. Key Topics in 50+ Entrepreneurship Training

When asked about pedagogical solutions for entrepreneurship training (Table 5), half
of the respondents (50%) felt that personalized guidance supported their professional
learning. Peer learning with other entrepreneurs was also perceived as useful (48%).
Combining contact and online learning was seen as a good solution by 40% of respondents,
while classroom learning was favored by only 4%.

Table 5. What type of entrepreneurship training do you feel supports you to become an entrepreneur?
(n = 73).

n %

Personalized guidance according to your professional needs 36 50%

Peer learning in cooperation with other entrepreneurs 35 48%

Multimodal training (a combination of face-to-face and online training) 25 34%

Online training (includes teaching and guidance) 29 40%

Classroom teaching 3 4%

Virtual training (self-learning; does not include guidance or teaching) 10 14%

I am not interested in entrepreneurship education 8 11%

When asked about the topics of entrepreneurship training (Table 6), both experts
and potential 50+ entrepreneurs felt that creating new ideas, anticipating the future and
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identifying opportunities, developing sustainable tourism experiences and service design
were important. Both groups of respondents considered both knowledge of national and
European funding sources and leadership skills as unnecessary elements of training.

Table 6. Experts’ and potential 50+ entrepreneurs’ views on the inclusion of different topics in
the training.

Experts
Averages

50+ Entrepre-Neurs
Averages

Creating new ideas for sustainable rural tourism 3.1–3.9 3.1–3.7
Anticipating the future and identifying

opportunities 3.4–3.9 3.4–3.6

Developing sustainable tourism experiences and
service design 3.4–3.7 3.1–3.6

Business planning from concept to
commercialization 3.2–3.6 3.4–3.5

Marketing and sales of rural tourism 2.9–3.8 2.9–3.6
Networking and stakeholders 3.1–3.6 3.0–3.5
Digital and technological skills 3.1–3.6 3.1–3.5

National and European funding sources 2.7–3.6 2.6–3.4
Leadership skills 2.8–3.3 2.4–3.3
Financial skills 3.1–3.6 3.3–3.5

4.2. How Do 50+ Rural Area Entrepreneurs Promote the Sustainable Development in Rural
Areas (RQ2)?

Data for research question 2 were collected through eight semi-structured interviews
(in the form of films). The interviews focused on the 50+ entrepreneurs with experience of
entrepreneurship in rural areas, as their experience is valuable in designing training for
potential entrepreneurs. The descriptions of each case are presented in Table 7. In five cases,
there were entrepreneurial couples; and two cases were male entrepreneurs. One case
was a non-profit organization, originally a farmhouse, which has been transformed into a
landscape observatory. It is a center for landscape demonstration, research and promotion.

This paper presents the contribution of 50+ entrepreneurs to sustainable development
in rural areas using the following categories of sustainability: social–environmental, social–
economic and economic–environmental. The results of research question 2 are presented in
the following sections.

Table 7. Description of cases.

Case Country Owner’s Age/
Years as Entrepreneur Type of Business Future Expectations

Case 1 Finland
Entrepreneurial couple both

50+ years of age/together
since year 2005

For the last 5 years they have
focused on catering, lunch

and events.
They want to offer lake district

and local food.

They expect the business to
continue for several years into

the future.

Case 2 Finland Two entrepreneurial couple, all
over 60 years old/since 2014

Event organizer;
Accommodation;

They want to offer overnight
stay on an island, etc.

They expect to continue if they
stay healthy. It is possible that
one of the children continues

the business later.

Case 3 Ireland Male 56 years of
age/since 1995

Organizing boat trips;
He wants their customers to

experience the sea and cliffs of
the region.

He expects to continue as a
skipper for the near future. As
a contingency plan, he can hire

a skipper to work for him.
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Table 7. Cont.

Case Country Owner’s Age/
Years as Entrepreneur Type of Business Future Expectations

Case 4 Ireland Male 55 years of
age/since 2014

Accommodation;
Alpaca rides;

They want their customers to
experience a peaceful landscape.

One day at a time

Case 5 Netherlands Entrepreneurial couple both
50+ years of age/since 2020

BedandBreakfast;
They want their customers to

experience a peaceful landscape
and farm animals.

When retiring, the couple
plans to continue as

AirBnB hosts.

Case 6 Netherlands Entrepreneurial couple 50+
years of age/

Accommodation, vegan food
offerings. Focus on vegan food

and sustainable living.

Case 7 Portugal Entrepreneurial couple both
60+ years of age/since 2015

Accommodation. Focus on
protecting the history and the

family’s patrimony.

They want to dream well into
their 70s/one year at a time.

Case 8 Portugal
The non-profit

organization/operated
since 2003

Landscape observatory:
The Observatory of the

landscape, installed in an old
agricultural warehouse, is a

center for sharing, research and
promoting the landscape.

4.2.1. Entrepreneurs’ Influence on Social–Environmental Sustainability in the Region

In areas where entrepreneurs had invested in old historic buildings, such as manors,
the importance and maintenance of historic and cultural heritage buildings was considered
important. In a few cases, passing on family property and inheritance from one generation
to the next was important to ensure intergenerational continuity. “We are already in the
sixth generation, so we want to preserve it and, I hope my children and grandchildren
continue to do so”. (Case 7). The family heritage is also reflected in intergenerational
learning, where the older generation passes on the knowledge and skills of the profession
to the next generation.

Entrepreneurs stressed the importance of being given the opportunity to use historical
and cultural heritage in their business. Many entrepreneurs were committed to commu-
nity development. They organized events and activities for residents and visitors that
contributed to people’s well-being. These activities brought joy, pride, and well-being to
the entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs clearly took pride in their community or village.

4.2.2. Entrepreneurs’ Influence on Social–Economic Sustainability in the Region

The economic aspect is an important factor in rural businesses, as in any other business.
A few entrepreneurs said that their businesses had grown; this usually meant adding new
products and services to their product range. Improved economic conditions in the region
also brought more employment opportunities to the area, so local entrepreneurs recruited
full and part-time workers. The use of historic buildings for businesses is an important
economic factor in rural areas. Entrepreneurs maintain and renovate historic buildings,
which increases their value and life cycle.

Entrepreneurs underlined the importance of cooperation and networking in doing
business in rural areas. The entrepreneurs bought products and services from other en-
trepreneurs in the area.

“We have a very good cooperation with local entrepreneurs. We have our own beer that
has been made in the local brewery. In addition, we also try to take everything that we
need from local producers”. (Case 1)
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When entrepreneurs trade with each other, they share knowledge and experience,
contributing to a common pool of local knowledge. They also promote the products
and services of other entrepreneurs in the region to their own customers. In this way,
entrepreneurs support each other financially.

4.2.3. Entrepreneurs’ Influence on Economic–Environmental Sustainability in the Region

Many of the entrepreneurs interviewed arranged ecotourism activities to create nature-
based experiences and generate income. Entrepreneurs understood the value of nature
and promoted conservation and sustainable tourism practices. Customers were taught to
protect nature during their stay in the area.

“I think it’s pretty cool to be a part of history. The same applies when we have customers,
then we require them to environmentally friendly way of working. For example, on the
lake we are not allowed to drive motorboat at all. We have rowing boats. The intention is
to keep this place as it is now”. (Case 2)

Entrepreneurs strive to live in harmony with nature. For example, entrepreneurs
sourced food from local producers; some picked their own berries for jam or kept beehives
for honey production. Entrepreneurs who had their own food production are one example
of the coexistence between the entrepreneur and nature.

“We have here, for example bees, which pollinate. The primary function of the bees is
pollination. Of course, we get honey, and that’s nice. This is about maintaining the
balance of nature, that we have bees. All our activities are based on it, that we do not
change nature, but we want to preserve nature as it is today.” (Case 2)

Entrepreneurs were concerned to ensure that polluting activities, such as energy use
and basic building renovation, are carried out in a way that respects nature. Examples
of this are the increased use of solar panels for energy production and the renovation of
buildings using natural materials.

“But, when we had to rebuild, the front end in 2020, we found out that there was hardly
any isolation. So, we asked the building company to really isolate it in a very sustainable
way. And they used a lot of natural materials, and actually this farm became much
more sustainable. And on top of that in 2022, early this year we found out that we had
more space and room for solar panels. So we installed extra solar panels to heat up the
apartments. But also to use it in the water supply. And I think now, we are approaching
zero kind of use of gas and fossil fuels”. (Case 5)

The entrepreneurs we interviewed operate within the framework of sustainable de-
velopment. They value nature and understand that a clean natural environment is a key
prerequisite for sustainable social development and economic sustainable development of
the community.

5. Discussion
5.1. Conclusions

The conclusion from the surveys is that there are perceived business opportunities
in rural areas for experienced 50+ professionals. In each of the target countries, almost
all of the potential 50+ entrepreneurs already had a lot of the skills that entrepreneurs
need, but they also needed to learn from other entrepreneurs in rural areas. In addition,
there was a desire for multi-disciplinary learning, consisting of contact learning and online
learning, and possibly also some virtual components. There was also a need for one-to-one
mentoring, but traditional classroom teaching was not appreciated.

According to previous research and ENTRUST surveys, entrepreneurship training
aimed at 50+ entrepreneurs should familiarize them with the kinds of businesses which
already exist in rural areas and what kinds of businesses are needed there. In addition, they
wanted to learn about what should be considered in sustainable tourism and how to create
a sustainable tourism business from rural cultural heritage. It was also important that the
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training could give them an opportunity to concretely try out, in practice, how to turn an
idea into a commercial product or service. The ENTRUST Project has already started the
planning of the actual contents of the training based on the literature review and the results
of the surveys and will continue to test different options through external expert panels.

Short documentary films were constructed based on the interviewed 50+ entrepreneurs
who find their work in rural areas to be meaningful and want to continue working as long
as their health allows. They value the development of the region and the preservation of
its historical and cultural heritage. For them, it is important that the next generation can
also live and enjoy the richness of the countryside. The 50+ entrepreneurs interviewed see
cooperation with other local entrepreneurs and producers as an important way of creating
a sustainable experience for tourists. When customers enjoy their stay, they return and
bring economic growth to the region. This may also attract young people to work or stay in
the area. The 50+ entrepreneurs interviewed want rural areas to be strengthened in a way
that balances the economic, social and environmental aspects of sustainable development.

5.2. Contribution of the Study

First, the studies carried out alongside the ENTRUST project produced valuable prac-
tical information for entrepreneurship education, i.e., constructing the training programme
for potential 50+ entrepreneurs. The results show that there is a clear lack of training for
50+ entrepreneurs; interviews with experts revealed that the level of education of rural
tourism entrepreneurs is low; therefore, there is a high demand for training.

Training should in fact be targeted at urban residents; for example, those who return to
the area of their birth and change careers or retirees who want to move to the countryside.
With the training produced by the ENTRUST project, vocational education and training
providers (VET) can train 50+ potential entrepreneurs, providing them with practical tools
for the sustainable development of rural areas and rural tourism.

According to the OECD and the European Commission [81] (p. 156), barriers to
entrepreneurship for seniors often include health issues, the opportunity cost of time
and the shorter timeline to grow a sustainable business, and neither a “fear of failure”
nor a perceived lack of entrepreneurship skills appear to be disproportionate barriers to
business creation for seniors. Based on the results of the ENTRUST studies, potential
50+ entrepreneurs have competencies that they can implement as entrepreneurs, but they
needed reflection opportunities, mentoring networks and information about organizations
that support rural entrepreneurship.

Both based on our results and referring to Socci, Clarke and Principi’s (2020) [53]
research, we state that catalyzing the active potential of older people for the benefit of
European local communities is an important driver to solve local economic, societal and
environmental problems at the European level.

5.3. Limitations of the Study

The qualitative data of this study consisted of eight interviews, which is a very small
sample of individual entrepreneurs. According to Dana and Dana [77] (p. 84), qualitative
research need not have a large sample. The limitation, however, is that whereas a small
sample may yield high internal validity, its external validity may be limited. Small-numbers
research cannot claim to provide statistical generalizations or “proof” of a theory; it can,
by assuming that people are not entirely unique, generate significant descriptions about
complex processes and relationships [82] (p. 290). This does not mean that data analysis is
based on speculation or on vague impressions. The analysis can be systematic and logically
rigorous, although in a different way from quantitative or statistical analysis [83] (p. 417).

As the study is partly based on data and literature collected during the Erasmus+ EN-
TRUST project, the starting point of the research is practical, and the theoretical discussion
is perhaps not as in-depth as it could be.
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5.4. Further Research

Matthews and Santos [84] state that despite the ongoing challenges and issues facing
entrepreneurship as a discipline in general and entrepreneurship education in particular, en-
trepreneurship is respected as a key aspect of social and economic development and growth.
According to the OECD and the European Commission [81] (p. 156), self-employed seniors
are slightly more likely to have employees than the overall average. It will be important
to look for ways to sustain these businesses and jobs—a project which needs deeper re-
search on 50+ entrepreneurs’ motives, needs and desires concerning their entrepreneurship.
Moreover, Ratten [85] emphasizes that there needs to be more entrepreneurship studies
that incorporate older people as their subject participants to get a more comprehensive
understanding of the role older people play in entrepreneurship.

In our research, we found that there is also a need to consider the regional differences
of European countries (e.g., the differences between rural areas such as sparsely populated
northern Finland vs. densely populated Netherlands) and what those differences mean
when considering entrepreneurship training in different areas and in different countries.

To investigate 50+ entrepreneurs in rural areas more broadly in European contexts is
important because there might be differences in education, age of retirement, in funding
tools, in ways of networking and in ways of starting new businesses, etc. It is important to
know the local areas so that the local regional operators, in co-operation with entrepreneurs,
can impact the local social environment and economy so that the area will flourish.
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