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Part 1: Executive summary  
 

1.1 Project objectives  

The project will make an impact on the lives and opportunities of various beneficiaries. As a result 

of the project people (whether in new or existing permaculture businesses, or thinking of starting a 

permaculture enterprise, teachers, students, policy makers, or entrepreneurs in 'conventional' 

businesses) will be able to: 

• access exploratory insights regarding opportunities and challenges facing permaculture 

enterprises; 

• understand key factors underlying the success of permaculture enterprises; 
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• access resources that will enable them to use permaculture principles in their existing business, or 

to set up new enterprises. 

 

1.2 Project rationale 

Permaculture thinking underpins concepts such as the 'Blue Economy' (Pauli, 2009) and 'Circular 

Economy' (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2012). In the UK, at least 100,000 people have some 

active involvement in permaculture, with over 6,000 having completed the Permaculture 

Association’s (PA) Permaculture Design Course. Permaculture enterprises can be found in 

publishing, farming, design consultancy, perfume and cosmetics manufacture, and tourism, inter 

alia. Permaculture stresses self-provisioning and the importance of avoiding reliance on a single 

source of income. This model fits well with the current instability in the global economy and the 

growth in part time work.  

 

Although permaculture farms have been successfully mapped in the US, this is the first project in 

the world to map permaculture enterprises; albeit in a preliminary way the project provides unique 

insights into the character of UK permaculture entrepreneurship. The findings provide a foundation 

for further work e.g. a permaculture business incubator and a concerted campaign to create a new 

wave of permaculture entrepreneurs. The project aimed to explore ways in which permaculture 

design principles, ecological insights and ethics are bound up with business development and 

financial sustainability, and how this can change perceptions of enterprise within the permaculture 

community of practice.  

 

Academically the project sought inform ongoing work being conducted by lead applicant in the area 

of institutional entrepreneurship, which focuses on the creation and embedding of new types of 

organisations and organisational forms in emerging sectors such as renewable energy, and the 

institutional work, rules, discourses and processes which support them (Genus, 2012; 2014; Genus 

and Mafakheri, 2014). Central to this is how entrepreneurs work within yet seek to reshape 

‘mainstream’ practices and business models, negotiating the ‘paradox of embedded agency’ 

(Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006). The message of the work undertaken within the KEEP project 

suggests that what permaculture-inspired entrepreneurs are able to do in this regard is the product of 

the connections, strategies, skills, knowledge and resources they have or acquire, which enable 

them to set up and develop their business. Important drivers of entrepreneurial activity are various 

types of capital (human, social, cultural, economic), which may be prevalent in entrepreneurs’ 

institutional portfolio (Viale and Suddaby, 2009), their institutional biographies (Lawrence et al, 

2011), and favourable institutional arrangements and activities of intermediary organisations (e.g. in 

this case the Permaculture Association).  

 

Part 2: Background to the Project 
 

The KEEP project was funded by a Research and Knowledge Exchange (RAKE) grant from the 

Institute for Small Business and Entrepreneurship, sponsored by the Economic and Social Research 

Council and the British Academy of Management. The project ran from January 1 – September 30, 

2016 but was from the outset intended to be the first stage of a much longer-term collaboration. The 

collaboration originated from a mutual contact (Dr Tom Henfrey) who had worked with Professor 

Genus academically on promoting public engagement (the  RCUK/Wellcome Trust Beacons for 

Public Engagement initiative) while they were both employed at universities in the north-east of 

England  and also as activists in the transition town movement. Dr Henfrey was well known to 

members of the Permaculture Association  in Britain and suggest recommended Professor Genus 

when its researcher director Chris Warburton Brown asked him if he was aware of a suitable 

academic with whom the PA could collaborate on research which would help the organisation to 

increase the number of entrepreneurs inspired by and practising permaculture in the UK. Thus the 

overall aim of the KEEP project was to encourage and support permaculture-inspired 
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entrepreneurship, while contributing to knowledge of institutional and sustainable entrepreneurship 

and their practice, two elements of Professor Genus’ research programme.  

 

KEEP was led by principal investigator Professor Audley Genus (of the Small Business Research 

Centre, Kingston University) and is a collaboration between Kingston University, where the project 

was based, and the Permaculture Association (particularly its research director Dr Chris Warburton 

Brown). Dr Marfuga Iskandarova (Kingston University) was the project’s research assistant. 

 

 

   

   

  

 

          

 

  

  

  

 

        Audley Genus                            Chris Warburton Brown                     Marfuga Iskandarova 

 

2.1 Specific project aims 

The more specific aims of the KEEP project were to:  

• conduct and disseminate preliminary research on the current state of permaculture enterprises and 

entrepreneurship; 

• identify and explore key factors underlying the success of permaculture enterprises; 

• identify, prepare and share case studies of outstanding permaculture enterprises;  

• develop knowledge resources and knowledge sharing processes which will encourage a new wave 

of permaculture-inspired enterprises and;  

• develop a permaculture enterprise handbook as a means for ensuring the impact of the project and 

for diffusing and improving permaculture and business practice  

• in the longer term, to assist the Permaculture Association to create an enterprise hub 

 

The outputs from the project were conceived in terms of enabling users to learn about the purpose 

of and findings from the project, while benefiting from practical advice from and the experiences of 

those who have previously started up permaculture-inspired businesses.  

 

2.2 Proposed activities 

Five work packages were listed in the funding proposal submitted to RAKE in 2015. These were as 

follows: 

 

WP 1 – Mapping UK permaculture enterprises January 2016 (WP led/executed by CWB) 

WP1 is a desk-based preliminary mapping of permaculture enterprises in England, based on data 

from the PA’s database of 1500 members (data used with their permission), a Survey Monkey 

survey of information which will be sent to PA’s networks and 100 permaculture companies with 

which the PA has built close relationships.   

 

WP 2 – Data collection. January – April 2016 (led by AG; executed by CWB/MI) 

20 1-1.5 hour interviews will be undertaken with respondents from 100 PA enterprise contacts in 

SMEs (all with fewer than 250 employees).  Interviews will be conducted face-to-face, governed by 

the following research questions:  

(i) what led permaculture entrepreneurs to set up their business? 
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(ii) what kinds of support did/do these businesses need? 

(iii) what networks/organisation provide such support and how is this delivered? 

(iv) what local and non-local conditions are inhibitive and conducive to set up and continued 

operation of PA enterprises 

(v) what, if any, are the unique knowledge, organisational and other requirements of successful 

permaculture enterprises? How in practice are they acquired? What is the role of identified third 

sector organisations, such as PA, in the start-up and development of permaculture-inspired 

enterprises?  

 

WP 3 – Data analysis April-June 2016 (led by AG; executed by AG/MI)  

Descriptive analysis will reveal the range and numbers of enterprises in different geographical areas 

and business fields. Analysis of the enterprises will identify key features of interest. In particular, 

common factors between different successful enterprises will be sought out, replicable elements 

identified, and attention paid to the ways in which permaculture ethics, design principles and 

ecological insights have shaped the enterprise. Analysis of data collected will entail: (a) close 

(re)reading of textual and other material, following transcription; (b) coding and analysis of text 

according to identified key themes using NVivo computer software for qualitative analysis (in 

which the research team have expertise); (c) interpretation of findings in the light of the codes and 

themes discerned.  

 

WP 4 – Writing up, knowledge sharing and dissemination. June-September 2016 (led by AG/CWB; 

executed by all) 

- draft and final project report (including map of UK permaculture enterprises and findings from 

interviews) 

- case study preparation 

- permaculture enterprise handbook 

- Enterprise Gathering London workshop and ISBE/PA regional event (possibly in Leeds) 

- ISBE conference presentation 

- academic journal article 

- preparation of materials to be posted to ESRC website  

 

WP 5 Management and coordination January-September 2016 (monthly meetings, held in person or 

via Skype, led by AG with a pre-meeting agenda set and action points to be followed up by 

nominated team members as agreed by the project team). 

 

 

Part 3: Project methods and results  
 

3.1 Method for Mapping Permaculture-inspired Enterprises 

The map was generated using postcodes in a database created by the Permaculture Association (PA) 

specifically for the KEEP project. Five sources were used to create the database; the PA's existing 

database of permaculture teachers, the PA's existing database of permaculture-inspired businesses, 

the PA's existing database of demonstration centres (the LAND network), a request for 

permaculture inspired enterprises to identify themselves sent out through numerous social media 

channels, and a trawl of advertisements in Permaculture magazine. 

 

3.2 Survey 

The survey respondents were drawn from: members registered with the Permaculture Association as 

businesses, as tutors or as LAND demonstration centres; and other sources such as advertisers in 

Permaculture magazine (which did not have its own database), Google search, personal contacts 

and snowballing. This mapping exercise identified 159 'permaculture-inspired enterprises' in the 

UK. These were then sent an online survey, which was completed by 39 respondents (a response 
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rate of 24.5%). Survey questions asked for: personal information (e.g. name, age and gender of 

respondent); educational and professional qualifications, including specific permaculture-related 

training; recent employment and sources of income, which might be additional to their permaculture 

enterprise; data on the nature of permaculture businesses of the respondents (name, longevity, 

location sector and type of activity); size of business (number of employees, turnover); involvement 

of women and people of colour as owners or employees of the business; source(s) of funding for the 

business; motivation for starting up the business and future aspirations (growth, 

internationalisation). Descriptive statistical analysis was made based on the survey data input into 

excel spreadsheets, from which tables and charts could be generated, some of which are presented 

below.  

3.3 Interview data 

Twenty personal interviews averaging one hour in duration were undertaken with a selection of the 

survey respondents, chosen using a purposive sampling approach, with the conduct of interviews 

governed by the following interview questions:  

(i) what does ‘permaculture’ mean to permaculture entrepreneurs? 

(ii) what in their personal life stories contributed to permaculture entrepreneurs setting up their 

business(es)? 

(ii) what kinds of support did/do these businesses need? 

(iii) what networks/organisation provide such support and how is this delivered? 

(iv) what local and non-local conditions are inhibitive and conducive to start-up and continued 

operation of such permaculture-inspired enterprises? 

(v) what, if any, are the unique knowledge, organisational and other requirements of permaculture-

inspired enterprises? How in practice are they acquired?  

(vi) what is the role of identified organisations, such as the Permaculture Association, in the start-up 

and development of permaculture-inspired enterprises?  

 

3.4 Data analysis and interpretation 

The analysis of the interview data collected entailed: (a) close (re)reading of textual and other 

material, following transcription; (b) coding and analysis of text according to identified key themes 

using NVivo computer software for qualitative analysis; (c) interpretation of findings in the light of 

the codes and themes discerned. 

 

3.5 Research findings 

 

3.5.1 A first map of Permaculture-inspired Enterprises in the UK 

 

The KEEP project produced a map of over 150 permaculture-inspired businesses in the UK (though 

two are located in the Republic of Ireland). 'People' icons represent individual permaculture 

teachers, and blue icons show registered businesses and LAND Centres. Although the map does not 

claim to be exhaustive it does show the wide geographical spread of permaculture-inspired 

enterprises across the UK. Several points about the map may be made: 

• Permaculture-inspired enterprises are spread over the whole country 

• There is a strong presence of permaculture-inspired businesses in Leeds (in which the Permaculture 

Association’s head office is situated), London and South-West England  

• Enterprises are located in rural locations more than urban areas 

• Three business types predominate; teaching, food growing, and garden design and maintenance 

• Permaculture-inspired entrepreneurs are also to be found in publishing, cosmetics, tourism, IT, 

jewellery making, community development, holistic therapies, writing and construction. 

 

Figure 1  

 

Map of Permaculture Enterprises in United Kingdom 
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Source: Genus et al (2016) 

 

 

3.5.2 Survey Findings: Characteristics of Permaculture-inspired Enterprises 

 

(i) Age of enterprises 
Permaculture-inspired enterprises are not typically new ones; more than half of businesses in the 

survey have been in operation for five years or longer and more than a quarter for over ten years. 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2  

 

Distribution of Age of Permaculture-inspired Enterprises  
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(ii) Financing 
In terms of obtaining funding for the start-up over 35% of enterprises did not require external start-

up funding; a quarter relied upon personal savings for start-up finance, sometimes in combination 

with donations made to the entrepreneur. For 15% of the businesses surveyed an enterprise grant 

was the main source of financing; in two cases this grant or personal savings were supplemented by 

funding from a local authority.  

 

(iii) Size 
Permaculture-inspired enterprises are microbusinesses. For example only one enterprise employed 

more than 10 employees though another six employed between seven and no staff apart from the 

owner. However, one-third of respondents reported that the number of employees has increased 

compared with the figure for two years before.  

 

(iv) Ownership form 
Permaculture-inspired businesses are likely owned and operated by an individual, or a two person 

(e.g. wife/husband) partnership; businesses falling into one of these two categories make up over 

60% of the enterprises referred to by survey respondents. About one-third of businesses are 

community/social enterprises or charity-related. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3  

 

Organisational Forms of Permaculture-inspired Enterprises 
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(v) Turnover 
In terms of annual turnover, about 40% of the enterprises owned by those surveyed have annual 

turnover of less than £10,000 and over 75% have annual turnover of £50,000 or less. However, for 

about 60% of enterprises turnover has increased compared with two years earlier, and only one firm 

reported a decrease in turnover over the same period.  
 

Figure 4 

 

Distribution of Annual Turnover of Surveyed Permaculture-inspired Enterprises (in £000s) 

 
 
 
(vi) Geographical scope 
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The vast majority operate on a local or regional basis but a few enterprises aspire to have customers 

at a national or international level.  

 

3.5.3 Characteristics of people who start up permaculture-inspired businesses 

(i) Gender and ethnicity 

Nearly half of the businesses (45%) are owned by women and 25% employ more than one member 

of the same family. Only two businesses (about 5%) are owned by someone from a minority ethnic 

background. 

(ii) Education and training 

Respondents were educationally highly qualified – without exception they had obtained A-level or 

equivalent qualifications and only a handful had not attained a first degree. Half of those surveyed 

had completed postgraduate degrees. In terms of permaculture-specific education over 80% of 

respondents had completed the Permaculture Design Certificate, whilst nearly 40% had completed 

the Diploma in Applied Permaculture. 

(iii) Age  

In terms of age profile, survey respondents tended towards middle age (about 40% of respondents 

were 50 years old or over and over one-third were between 40-49 years of age) whereas only 5% 

were under 30 years old. 

Figure 5 

 

Age distribution of permaculture entrepreneurs 
 

 

 

 

(iv) Previous employment status prior to start-up 
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Half of the respondents described themselves as being in self-employment prior to setting up their 

permaculture-inspired business. For more than half the current permaculture-inspired business was 

not the first business they had started up. 

(v) Current other sources of income 

About half of respondents said that their permaculture-inspired enterprise is now their sole 

occupation, though. Nearly half of respondents are receiving an income from a source other than 

their permaculture-inspired business – theirs is a work life based on ‘poly-incomes’. The other 

income sources reported by interviewees include the following: retail sales; writing; teaching; 

environmental business consultancy; community/ landscape gardening; selling vegetable boxes. 

(vi) Motivation for setting up a permaculture business 

Activities are seen as being pursued within a holistic approach to ‘earth care’. The motivations 

underpinning the decision to start up a permaculture business were various. The most common were 

those connected with developing an alternative, sustainable economic and/or agricultural system, 

though a significant minority (about 20%) expressed their motivation in relation to the opportunity 

to earn an income – whether ‘additional’ or ‘alternative’. 

 

Part 4: Grant activities, impacts and outputs  
 

As delivered the activities carried out during the period funded by the RAKE grant are as 

summarised in Table 1, below. 
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Table 1 – Activities Undertaken on KEEP Project  

 

NB – Also: 28 October, 2016 one paper presented to ISBE Conference, Paris  

Abbreviations used: 

PEs -  Permaculture Enterprises 

PEG – Permaculture Enterprise Gathering 

WS – Final Workshop: London  

 

In Table 1 the text highlighted in yellow indicates workshops held during the project. These 

workshops had a predominantly practitioner audience and were attended by about 190 delegates in 

total (see Table 2, below). As Tables 1 and 2 show, a  variety of activities were undertaken to elicit 

knowledge dissemination and exchange, impact and engagement in relation to the project aims. 

Several workshops were held in different parts of the country. The first one was held in Bristol in 

May, 2016, at the Permaculture Association Gathering workshop, which is attended by students 

taking the permaculture design certificate course. A second event was a session at the London 

Permaculture Festival, held in July, and a third was held in West Yorkshire in September, at the 

National Permaculture Convergence conference. A substantial majority of people attending these 

WP/WP 
leader 

Jan 
2016 

Feb March 
(Easter 
25-28) 

Apr May 
(Hols 2/5, 
30/5) 

June July August 
(Hol 29/8) 

Sept 
2016 

WP1  - 
CWB 
Mapping 
PEs; 
Survey 
 

Map 
(by 
22nd 

Jan)  

Sur-
vey 
 

Analy-
sis of 
sur-
vey  

      

WP2 - AG 
Data 
Collection 
 

                                20 
Inter-
views 

                          

WP3 - AG 
Data 
Analysis 
 

                                          

WP4 -
AG/CWB 
Dissemi-
nation; 
Outputs 
 

    PA 
Gather-
ing 
work-
shop 
(30/4, 
1/5 
CWB 
Bristol) 

DRAFT 
ISBE
pa-
per 
 
 

DRAFT 
paper 
 
London 
Permacul-
ture 
Festival 
(31/7 
AG/MI, 
NOT 
CWB) 

DRAFT  
Project 
Report  
National 
Conver-
gence 
(2/9 
Ilkeley, 
N. Yorks, 
CWB) 

PEG 
(L’DON) 
Case 
Studies
/ 
Hand-
book 
FINAL 
W/S 
(AG; CWB, 
MI; CECIL 
SHARP 
HOUSE 
London)      

WP5 - AG 
Manage-
ment/ 
Coordi-
nation 

   x 
Kick-
off 
meet-
ing 

x 
(face-
to-
face, 
NCL) 

          x xx           x 
(face-
to-
face) 

x           x 
(face-to-
face) 

x          x 
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workshops aspired to make a living from permaculture. Around a third were already earning some 

money from permaculture, but only a few individuals were making most of their living from 

permaculture. The numbers attending these workshops supports the need for this project, and 

suggests there is significant untapped entrepreneurial potential within the permaculture community. 

The final project workshop was held in London in September, 2016. This last event was attended by 

a mix of academic researchers, permaculture practitioners and prospective entrepreneurs interested 

in learning more about both permaculture and setting up their own business.  
 
All workshops combined presentation of the aims, data collected and findings of the project with 

discussion of how best to maximise its impact (e.g. in relation to the design of a permaculture 

enterprise hub and the establishment of a permaculture enterprise ‘hub’). These activities enabled 

permaculturalists interested in setting up their own business to network and to learn from each 

other’s experiences, whereas the research more generally facilitated the development of research 

capacity and experience of an early career researcher working in a university setting and of research 

and engagement with a non-HEI organisation. The feedback from delegates on the online enterprise 

guide (formerly ‘handbook’)  as well as understanding and interpretation of the data collected 

during the project.  

 

Online Enterprise Guide 

An online guide to support permaculture-inspired entrepreneurs was prepared. The guide 

summarises the aims of and findings from the project. Further it contains: a list of links giving 

useful sources of advice and support for those thinking about self-employment/setting up their own 

business; some links which specifically address those who intend to start up a permaculture-inspired 

enterprise; case studies of successful permaculture-inspired entrepreneurs. 

 

Other non-academic publications 

- An article for the Permaculture Magazine was prepared by members of the project team. It is due 

for publication by Easter 2017. 

 

Academic publications 

- A working paper was presented for the annual ISBE conference held in Paris between 26-28 

October, 2016 

- A journal article is currently being prepared by all members of the project team. It will be 

submitted to the International Small Business Journal by the end of March 2017.  

 

Table 2 List of ‘KEEP’ project workshops 

Event (KEEP staff) 
 

Venue Dates of event Approximate total 

attendance  

No. at KEEP 

event 
1. National 

Permaculture Diploma 

Gathering (CWB) 

Bristol 30 April-1 May 

2016 

c.100  30  

2. National Perma-

culture Convergence 

(CWB) 

Ilkeley, W. 

Yorks 

2-4 Sep 2016  c. 300 mixed 

delegates 

c. 100 

3. London 

Permaculture Festival 

(AG/MI) 

Cecil Sharp 

House, Regents 

Park, London 

31 July 2016 c. 500 c. 40 

4. End of award 

project workshop 

(AG/MI/CWB) 

Cecil Sharp 

House, Regents 

Park, London   

23 September 

2016 

20 max 20 

5. ISBE conference 

(AG/MI/CWB) 
Paris 27-28 Oct 2016 25 at SSEN session n/a 

 Non-ISBE total attending KEEP sessions 190 
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The preparation and presentation of a paper for the ISBE 2016 conference will ensure that a 

scientific impact is to the sub-fields of social and sustainable entrepreneurship. Beyond 2016 the 

ISBE paper will be developed for submission – by March 2017– to a highly regarded academic 

journal in the field of entrepreneurship. It is anticipated that a further paper will be prepared for 

submission to an academic journal drawing on the data obtained during the KEEP. A draft of this 

will be ready for conference presentation in September 2017, with eventual journal submission by 

the end of that year. 

 

Outputs 

 

- Map of permaculture-inspired enterprises in UK 

- Case studies x5 

- Advice and tips from and for permaculture-inspired entrepreneurs 

- Project website: http://www.keepresearch.uk/ 

- Conference publication presented: Genus, A., C. Warburton Brown, M. Iskandarova (2016) 

Institutional Entrepreneurship for Permaculture: Findings from a ‘RAKE’ project, paper 

presented to the 39th Annual Conference of the Institute for Small Business and 

Entrepreneurship: Institutional Voids, Entrepreneurship and Small Business Development, 

Paris, October 27-28. 

- Online entrepreneurs’ guide is being prepared and will be uploaded to the project website by 

1 December, 2016. 

- Article for the Permaculture Magazine is in preparation, due to be published in early 2017. 

 

Outcomes 

 

- Researchers and practitioners: learning about the nature of permaculture  

- Researchers and practitioners: learning about the nature of permaculture-inspired enterprise 

- Researchers and practitioners: greater understanding of the specific and variable support 

needs of permaculture-inspired entrepreneurs  

- Researchers and practitioners: greater understanding of the success factors pertaining to 

permaculture-inspired entrepreneurship  

- Practitioners: facilitation of peer learning and network building 

- Practising organisation: enhancement of its capacity for nurturing permaculture-inspired 

entrepreneurs   

- Researchers: improved knowledge of entrepreneurship in previously neglected domain 

- Researchers: new knowledge of institutional factors affecting entrepreneurship and 

sustainability in a defined sub-field of society (e.g. the importance of ‘institutional 

biographies’ and ‘institutional portfolios’ to the start-up of permaculture-inspired 

enterprises) 

 

Further work will be undertaken by the partners in collaboration to maximise the socio-economic, 

environmental and scientific impact of the KEEP project, centring on the further development and 

use of the permaculture enterprise online guide and the eventual realisation of a ‘hub’ for 

permaculture-inspired enterprise. 

 

Part 5: Grant management and the Principal Investigator’s role  

The Principal Investigator performed activities that enabled the grant funding to managed with 

probity, efficiently and effectively in relation to the achievement of the aims and objectives of the 

project. In particular, these activities ensured that the collaboration (between a university research 

institute and a non-university organisation) was well coordinated and operated to the mutual 

satisfaction of the parties. Moreover, the PI managed and allocated the funding to diverse work 

package tasks that were well structured and planned. These activities and the roles and effort of co-
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investigators involved in the project served to realise these tasks in a timely manner to a high level 

of quality and that possible difficulties were either anticipated and/or remedied without risk to the 

project. In all the effective coordination and control of the project enabled the aims and objectives, 

outcomes, impact and outputs of the project to be delivered as intended and offer a sound basis for 

future work between the project partners, for example in terms of building a permaculture enterprise 

hub. 


