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We speak with María Cano, Founder and CEO of CANUSSA LAB and

Director of the Greentech Hub, about the challenge of building a

purpose-driven company within the greentech ecosystem.

The greentech ecosystem presents unique challenges: attracting investment, scaling

sustainable solutions, and maintaining a balance between purpose and profitability. María

Cano, Founder and CEO of CANUSSA LAB and Director of the Greentech Hub, explores these

issues through her experience as an entrepreneur and mentor to more than 150 startups.

In this interview, she reflects on how to move from criticism to action, build projects with

positive impact, and create strategic connections between startups, corporates, and

investors.

Keep reading to discover a practical and honest look at what it means to be a purpose-

driven entrepreneur.
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For those who don’t know you yet, who is María Cano beyond the 
headlines and her role as founder of CANUSSA LAB?01

Honestly, I find it quite hard to introduce myself because I’ve changed professions many times.

Right now, I’d say I’m an entrepreneur who enjoys helping other entrepreneurs—especially

when they have a solution that contributes to a better world.

To sum it up: I’m passionate about supporting projects that are generating positive impact

while building a company. I put my 25 years of professional experience at their service,

including my own experience as an entrepreneur.

CANUSSA LAB emerged at a very personal moment for you and is 
now a reference in circular fashion and the sustainable economy. 
What led you to make that shift toward a positive-impact project, 
and what has the learning journey been like over these years?

02

CANUSSA LAB was born, like many projects, from an existential crisis. During my last stage in

a corporation focused on electronics, I felt I was working a lot and not contributing anything to

anyone. Then I felt that call many entrepreneurs experience: the need to create a project

with positive impact. I felt what I was doing should contribute, in some way, to society.

And that’s how CANUSSA LAB was born in 2017. After eight years on this path, I’d summarize it

in one word: continuous learning. Technical learning, but also personal learning, thanks to all

the people you meet along the way. I’ve learned a great deal, and that’s why I like sharing that

knowledge—much of which I’ve gained by making mistakes.

One of the most significant learnings has been “entrepreneurial suffering,” which is rarely

talked about. It’s often linked to resilience, constant learning, and learning to enjoy the good

moments while managing the more complex ones better.
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As Director of the Greentech Hub in the Digital Entrepreneurship 
Networks project of the Community of Madrid, what factors are key 
for collaboration between startups, corporates, and investors to 
work in practice?

03

We live in the era of data, but matching startups with corporates isn’t that simple—often it

stays at the data level, and that’s not enough. That’s why I strongly believe in personal

relationships: getting to know the person and the project in depth.

For me, the beautiful thing about working at the Greentech Hub is being able to help

entrepreneurs—and that is my purpose. Getting to know them, understanding what they truly

need at that moment, and making the right match with corporates or investors. The

connection between entrepreneurs and the rest of the innovative entrepreneurship

ecosystem will be successful thanks to two things: data and personal relationships.

This is key because people in large corporates are usually extremely busy. If you connect them

with startups, it has to be because what you’re offering can genuinely fit. They don’t like

wasting time—nor do investors or the public sector. These are people with significant

responsibility and limited time, so you have to filter very carefully.

If I go to an investor and bombard them

with projects they’re not interested in,

at some point they’ll disengage. That’s

why you need to know the investment

thesis extremely well and understand

what each player is looking for.
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In sustainability, you don’t stay in criticism. The beautiful thing about purpose-driven

entrepreneurship is that you bring solutions—you take action through your project to do

everything you can to improve how things have been done up to now, trying to change

processes or products, or even consumption habits.

In my case, I didn’t raise investment rounds. I invested some savings and my time, although I

did receive some financing support. It’s true that when you start with a purpose, you run the

risk of focusing too much on your aspiration. It’s wonderful to try to do things differently and

innovate to achieve positive impact on society and the environment. The problem is that you

can neglect the economic growth side. This is something I see in many triple-impact

startups.

Purpose-driven entrepreneurship is inspiring, but it also comes with 
challenges. How do you balance purpose with the need for the 
business to be economically viable?

04

“ “Lo bonito de emprender con 

propósito es que no te quedas en 

la crítica: aportas soluciones.
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I also think that when you connect with people who have also started purpose-driven ventures,

a very special bond forms. It’s beautiful to share those concerns and that desire to build

something meaningful, but the truth is that most projects disappear because they don’t focus

enough on the economic side.

So what I’ve learned in recent years is to find that balance between purpose and the reality

that a company has to generate revenue and make money—at least to cover costs. Talking

about purpose sounds very romantic, and on many days it’s what pushes you forward. But from

my experience—having mentored more than 150 social-impact companies—the key is not to

forget that, ultimately, a purpose-driven startup is still a business that needs to make

money.

How has women’s presence and leadership evolved in the innovation 
and clean-tech ecosystem? 05

I’m a computer engineer. I was the only woman when I was studying—especially in Italy during

my Erasmus. As a programmer, I’ve been on teams of 30 people in Ireland where I was the

only woman, for example. I’m talking about 25 years ago. I believe that today there are more

women. Often it depends on the country; here in Spain, women have access to education and

to whatever we want.

However, motherhood is something that is never talked about, and we need to talk about it.

The biggest difference between men and women is motherhood. A man doesn’t go through

pregnancy or breastfeeding, no matter how present he wants to be. A woman goes through

physical, hormonal, and psychological strain. And we also need to respect that every woman

lives motherhood in her own way. I’ve been criticized for what I’ve done and for what I haven’t

done.
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As an entrepreneur and professional, I can say there was a before and after motherhood.

Before becoming a mother, I never encountered a single professional limitation. It’s true that

in certain environments it can be hard to earn respect. If you’re in a room with ten men,

sometimes you feel you can’t just be equal—you have to be ten times better to be respected.

I’ve experienced this many times in the corporate world.

Regarding women in tech sectors, again, it depends on the field. In sustainability, the

percentage of women is higher when we look at leadership roles. For example, within the

Greentech Hub of the Digital Entrepreneurship Networks Program in the Community of

Madrid, around 45% of startups have women in their leadership teams—and no selection

criteria or quotas have been applied. If we’re already there naturally, I think that’s a positive

message about the role of women entrepreneurs in the greentech sector.

Also, there’s an association I’d like to mention: Woman Action Sustainability (WASH), which

does outstanding work. It is made up of women executives in sustainability—highly active—who

promote female talent.
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What actions do you consider a priority to move toward real equality 
in decision-making and leadership roles?06

I’d like to share a positive message because I truly think we’ve made huge progress. I meet 20-

year-old women who amaze me with their knowledge, how active they are, and how confident

they are. Today, I even think women almost have an advantage—but we still have to solve the

work–life balance challenge. Entrepreneurship is tough, and combining a business with

raising children is especially hard. We need to respect whatever each woman chooses, but

mothers who are entrepreneurs need more childcare options, more support, and more

public aid.

What do initiatives like Plataforma ONE bring to the innovative 
entrepreneurship ecosystem, and how do they help accelerate the 
transition toward more sustainable and environmentally respectful 
models?

07

When you start a project, you often do it with limited resources. Entrepreneurs may have

different financial situations, but having support to get started—free mentoring, training,

etc.—is very important, especially mentoring. In the end, it means having access to a

professional in your sector who has already been through what you’re about to go through, and

sitting down with that person one-to-one. Initiatives like Plataforma ONE, with their role in

communication and outreach, do extraordinary work in training and connecting the innovative

entrepreneurship ecosystem. Without these kinds of public initiatives, entrepreneurship

would be very difficult, because there are few private programs that altruistically help

startups keep moving forward.
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