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Abstract 
The researcher has investigated what factors influence a startup in an international 
public-private partnership (PPP). The researcher has designed an exploratory study 
with a case study on Greenely, which is a Stockholm-based startup that has developed 
an application to monitor the household’s electricity consumption. The theoretical 
framework covers topics such as the diffusion of innovations (in particular eco-
innovations in the form of smart meters in Europe), business models, the Business 
Model Canvas, and public-private partnerships. The researcher conducted semi-
structured interviews with employees of the municipality of Cesena, Italy and with 
employees of Greenely, which is interested in expanding its offerings to Italy via 
partnerships. This study has shown that the factors that should influence a startup in an 
international PPP are, mainly, five: Funding, Language and cultural identity, Timeline, 
Common vision and Bureaucracy. The factors “Funding” and “Common vision”, in 
particular, influence the PPP the most. 
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II. KEY DEFINITIONS AND ABBREVIATIONS 

• Business Model (BM): “A framework or recipe for making money” (Affuah, 2014, 

p. 4). 

• Business Model Canvas (BMC): “A business model can best be described 

through nine basic building blocks that show the logic of how a company intends 

to make money” (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010, p. 15) 

• Business-to-Business-to-customer (B2B2C) 

• Cesena: Cesena is a town in the northern part of Italy. This city was founded 

around the 5th century B.C. and nowadays counts a population of circa 100.000 

habitants (Sozzi, 1973). Cesena is also the home of important entrepreneurs 

such as Davide Trevisani, who founded in 1957 the engineering firm Trevi. The 

latter became internationally known and they realized important projects such as 

the foundations of the new World Trade Center in New York. In this city the 

entrepreneur Nerio Alessandri founded the company Technogym, world leader in 

the manufacture of fitness equipment and official sponsor of the last five Olympic 

Games.  

• Dominant design: an innovative trait that becomes a technological standard 

(Utterback and Abernathy, 1975). 

• Eco-Innovation: “New products and processes that provide customer and 

business value but significantly decrease environmental impact” (Fussler and 

James, 1997, p. 52). 

• European Union (E.U.) 

• Greenely (G): Greenely is a Swedish startup, born inside KTH, the Royal 

Institute of Technology, in Stockholm, Sweden. G produces an application for 

smartphones that can track the electric consumption of a household and show, to 

the owner, the consumption with a gamified interface (Greenely, 2014). 

• Greenhouse Gas (GHG) 

• Groupthink: Is the “deterioration of mental efficiency, reality testing, and moral 

judgment that results from in-group pressures” (Janis, 1982, p. 9). 
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• Likert Scale: “Likert scales are a common ratings format for surveys. 

Respondents rank quality from high to low or best to worst using five or seven 

levels” (Allen and Seaman, 2007, p. 1). 

• NASA: National Aeronautics and Space Administration  

• Non-participant Observation: It is an observation approach where the 

researcher “observes and records what people say or do without being involved” 

(Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 148). 

• Observation: “is a method for collecting data used in a laboratory or natural 

setting to observe and record people’s actions and behavior” (Collis and Hussey, 

2013, p. 148) 

• OECD: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 

• Path-dependency: “The persistence and lock in onto particular technological 

choices” (Castaldi et al., 2011, p. 2). 

• Public-Private-Partnerships (PPP): Is a partnership “between a local authority 

and an SME with the aim of sharing risks, costs, and resources” (Hansen and 

Klewitz, 2012, p. 455). 

• Reliability: “Refers to the accuracy and precision of the measurement and 

absence of differences in the results if the research were repeated” (Collis and 

Hussey, 2013, p. 52). 

• Salient: A salient is a part of a system that is ahead of the rest of the system’s 

components. The system will, eventually, evolve following the salient. The smart 

meter is a Salient towards the vision of energy smart home (Blomkvist and 

Johansson, 2016). 

• Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SME): “The category of micro, small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is made up of enterprises which employ fewer 

than 250 persons and which have an annual turnover not exceeding 50 million 

euro, and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding 43 million euro” 

(European Commission, 2003). 

• Smart Meter (SM): “Smart meters are the next generation of gas and electricity 

meters and offer a range of intelligent functions… smart meters put consumers in 

control of their energy use, allowing them to adopt energy efficiency measures 

that can help save money on their energy bills and offset price increases”. 

(British Government, 2016). The smart meter is a “salient” towards the vision of 

energy-smart homes (Blomkvist and Johansson, 2016). 

• Software as a Service (SaaS) 
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• Momentum: “Momentum happens when the mature system is deeply embedded 

in the society and not easily changed or transformed” (Blomkvist and Johansson, 

2016, p. 6). 

• Theoretical Framework: “A collection of theories and models from the literature 

which underpins a positivist study. Theory can be generated from some 

interpretivist studies” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 104). 

• Validity: “The extent to which a test measures what the researcher wants it to 

measure and the results reflect the phenomena under study” (Collis and Hussey, 

2013, p. 53). 
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III. INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is the researcher’s culmination of studies at the Royal Institute of 

Technology, KTH, in Stockholm. This thesis is in the field of Industrial Management, 

focusing on entrepreneurship. It is written in collaboration with the startup, Greenely AB 

(the researcher was selected for a master thesis project). Some of the parts of this 

thesis follow the paper, “Business Model Innovation: advices for a Swedish startup 

dealing with smart meters”, written by the researcher of this thesis during the course 

ME2093, Technological and Industrial Change, although revised and updated. This 

paper used Greenely as study case. This thesis is intended to answer a new and 

broader research question. In this section of the thesis there will be an explanation of 

Global Warming’s background, the statement of the research question, sustainability 

and ethics and how this thesis is structured. 

1. BACKGROUND 

In the last decades the world has observed the phenomenon of Global Warming. As 

reported on the website of NASA (2010), the global mean surface temperature has risen 

considerably after the beginning of the industrialization. See figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1: Global mean surface temperature (NASA, 2010). 

 
Many researchers are trying to understand more about the phenomenon. Several 

countries have decided to sign protocols against climate change such as the Kyoto 
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protocol in 1997 or COP21 in 2015 to reduce the emission of greenhouse gasses 

(GHG). The actual living standards are not considered sustainable anymore and 

politicians are passing laws to battle Global Warming. In this contest, the European 

Union (E.U.) has been a front-runner in this change (Rifkin, 2011). Industries are aiming 

at reducing the emissions of GHG through the implementation of more sustainable 

processes and at using electricity produced by renewable energies. Many actions are 

currently performed to decrease the Global Warming and this paper will focus on 

electricity eco-innovations.  

 

Eco-innovations are “new products and processes that provide customer and business 

value but significantly decrease environmental impact” (Fussler and James, 1997, p. 

52). Electricity is a system and the latter is a complex interaction of elements (Von 

Bertalanffy, 1950). The transfer of electricity is, first of all, a large technical system 

(Westrum et al., 1989 and Hughes, 1983), but also a socio-technical system (Hughes, 

1987) built in the previous decades and it was just going one way, from the producer to 

the customer. The definition given by Hughes lies on the fact that the topic should be 

analyzed from several perspectives (e.g., social, political, etc.), not only the technical 

one.  

 

The system had reached so-called technological momentum (Hughes, 1987). 

Momentum (Hughes, 1987) happens when “the mature system is deeply embedded in 

the society and not easily changed or transformed” (Blomkvist and Johansson, 2016, p. 

6). An external factor such as Global Warming conflicts with this socio-technical system 

(Blomkvist and Johansson, 2016). Systems do change due to a part of the system 

(technological or institutional) being ahead compared to other components (Blomkvist 

and Johansson, 2016); Hughes defines it a salient. An example of salient is the smart 

meter (Blomkvist and Johansson, 2016), which is an innovative device to measure the 

electricity deployed in many households. The smart meter is, therefore, both a salient 

and an eco-innovation. This measuring device tracks energy in real time and, when 

connected to Internet, it gives both to the customer and to the power utility precious 

information about electricity usage (Blomkvist and Johansson, 2016). This technology 

can be seen as a salient towards the vision of energy-smart homes (Blomkvist and 

Johansson, 2016). As shown in the picture below, the smart meter is currently being 

deployed in the whole E.U. 
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Figure 2: Diffusion of Smart meters in the European Union (European Commission, 2016). 

 
The smart meter, in conclusion, is also becoming a dominant design (Utterback and 

Abernathy, 1975), which means that is a technological standard. Smart meters are 

diffusing also in other parts of the world, but this paper will limit its research to the part 

of the European Union. At the present moment (spring 2016), the only European 

countries that have fully deployed smart meters are Sweden, Finland and Italy 

(European Commission, 2016). Many companies are now offering innovative services 

related to smart meters; in Sweden, for example, a startup called Greenely is helping its 

customers track, tabulate and analyze their electricity consumption through their 

application. Once the consumption pattern is clear, the application (App) gives to the 

user valuable advice for a more energy-efficient behavior (Greenely, 2014). This 

venture is currently spreading in Sweden (Greenely, 2014). Greenely, which is a 

Software as a Service (SaaS) venture, is currently adopting a Business-to-Business-to-
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Customer (B2B2C) model: they partner with power utilities and other entities to sell their 

product to the final user (homeowners). Greenely can be labeled as an eco-innovation 

because all the “new products and processes that provide customer and business value 

but significantly decrease environmental impact” (Fussler and James, 1997, p. 52) are 

an eco-innovation. In the following pages the researcher will use this startup as a case 

study for this thesis and will explain why. As smart meters are becoming the dominant 

design (Utterback and Abernathy, 1975) of European electricity meters and there is a 

rising interest in the field of eco-innovation (Karakaya et al., 2014), the researcher 

believes that this thesis will contribute in giving more insights into this contemporary 

topic. 

2. PROBLEM AND RESEARCH QUESTION 

As previously said, there is a rising interest in the field of eco-innovation (Karakaya et 

al., 2014). As pointed out by Karakaya, starting in 2008, “eco-innovations are 

approached from an industrial dynamics perspective” (Karakaya et al., 2014, p. 394). 

This approach clearly shows the importance these innovations have in the economy of 

every country, and the OECD decided to re-define eco-innovations as: 

 

“the creation or implementation of new, significantly improved, products, processes, 

marketing methods, organizational structures and institutional arrangements which lead 

to environmental improvements compared to relevant alternatives” (OECD, 2009, p. 3) 

 

The rising number of companies and startups that offer eco-innovations to their 

customers confirms this rising interest. Although many researchers have analyzed the 

topic from several points of view, not much has been written about startups partnering 

with public entities to diffuse eco-innovations. This thesis, therefore, will contribute in 

giving more insights in this contemporary topic; a case study will be analyzed and the 

researcher will answer the following research question: 

 

What are the factors that should influence a startup in an international public-
private partnership? 
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3. SUSTAINABILITY AND ETHICS 

The researcher for several reasons has selected this topic. One of them is the 

sustainability aspect; as mentioned in the introduction, Global Warming and CO2 

reduction is a topic of rising interest. The researcher has previously participated in 

projects for energy reduction (e.g., researcher’s master thesis entitled “Daylight 

solutions in retail stores’ retrofitting”, 2012, School of Engineering and Architecture, 

University of Bologna, Italy) and now he renovates his commitment through this master 

thesis at the Royal Institute of Technology, KTH. This work analyzed, as a case study, a 

Swedish startup whose value proposition is to reduce the carbon footprint and educate 

users to adopt a more eco-friendly behavior. 

 

In addition, ethics played a crucial role in this research, as the researcher has 

conducted interviews and observations without unveiling sensitive information about 

Greenely AB and respecting the privacy of interviewees. The researcher has always 

asked permission in advance and behaved according to the agreement with 

interviewees.  

4.  THESIS STRUCTURE 

This thesis has eleven sections: table of contents, key definition and abbreviations, the 

introduction, the theoretical framework, the methodology, empirical background, 

empirical results, analysis, conclusion, list of references and websites. 

5. DELIMITATIONS 

This thesis has also delimitations, which “establish the scope of the research” (Collis 

and Hussey, 2013, p. 110). To begin with, the researcher was selected for a master 

thesis project with Greenely, a startup founded at KTH and based in Stockholm. As 

mentioned, this has influenced the case study selected and the subject. Second, smart 

meters are diffusing also in other parts of the world, but the researcher decided to focus 

on the Italian market, in order to exploit the researcher’s language skills and network, 

and because of Greenely’s interest in expanding there. This choice has also influenced 

the figures in this thesis: most of them focus on the Italian market. Due to the interest of 

Greenely, the researcher has focused on partnerships with public entities. The 
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researcher has, therefore, interviewed employees of the municipality of Cesena using a 

Network Sampling method (Collis and Hussey, 2013).  
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IV. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In this section of the thesis the researcher will cover topics such as the diffusion of 

innovations (and in particular eco-innovations in the form of smart meters in Europe), 

business models, the Business Model Canvas (BMC) and Public-Private-Partnerships 

(PPPs). Some of the material is drawn from a paper written by the researcher, 

“Business Model Innovation: advices for a Swedish startup dealing with smart meters,” 

although revised and updated for this thesis. The researcher decided to add these 

sections to the theoretical framework to give the reader a broad view on the topic and 

deepen understanding of the underlying principles affecting the material investigated.  

 

The theory behind the diffusion of SM follows some concepts of “evolutionary 

economics” by Dosi and Nelson (1994) and the “socio-technical system” by Hughes 

(1987). Although BM and BMC are practical tools, the researcher has followed some of 

the main concepts from experts such as Henry Chesbrough, Alexander Osterwalder 

and Yves Pigneur.  

 

Regarding PPP, the researcher has gathered several factors disseminated in the 

existing literature; there is not a renowned and unique theory such as “diffusion of 

innovations” by Rogers (2010). The researcher has conducted a deep analysis of 

existing articles and books in order to interpret the empirical data. The data collected for 

the case study, analyzed in the following pages, comes from, as suggested in the book 

“Case study Research: Design and methods” (Yin, 2003), non-participant observation, 

interviews and few internal documents. As this thesis is addressed to an educated 

audience (i.e., master students and graduates), the review of existing knowledge will be 

pragmatic: the researcher will dedicate more time in answering the research question 

than explaining to the audience the basic concepts of the topic. 

1. DIFFUSION OF SMART METERS IN EUROPE 

As previously mentioned, Europe is implementing many solutions to mitigate the impact 

of climate change (European Commission, 2016). On the electrical side, the European 
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Union (E.U.) has decided to diffuse smart meters through several projects, explained in 

the document “Com(2014)356”. By 2020, all the European countries must have 

deployed smart meters to every household (European Union, 2016). The E.U. decided 

to innovate the current “socio-technical system” (Hughes, 1987). During the previous 

decades, this system had achieved technological momentum (Hughes, 1987) because it 

was “deeply embedded in the society and not easily changed or transformed” 

(Blomkvist and Johansson, 2016, p. 6). With the diffusion of renewable resources, the 

typical customer became also a producer of electricity and, therefore, the old 

infrastructure had to evolve. As shown in the figure below, the diffusion of the smart 

meter is requiring many years and, as it will be explained later, is not exactly following 

the theory of the diffusion of innovations (Rogers, 2010). Rogers argues that the 

diffusion follows an S-shaped curve and this process is influenced by four main 

elements: the innovation, the communication channels, the time and the social system.  

 

 
Figure 3: Diffusion of Smart Meters in Europe (European Commission, 2016). 

 
Figure 3 clearly shows that Italy and Sweden have been front-runners in the deployment 

of smart meters. Italy, therefore, is considered a suitable market for the expansion of the 

startup Greenely. A smart meter can be classified as an eco-innovation if we use the 

definition given by Fussler and James: “new products and processes that provide 

customer and business value but significantly decrease environmental impact” (Fussler 

and James, 1997, p. 52).  

 

As anticipated, eco-innovations need to be supported by policies (Karakaya et al., 

2014). Moreover, the diffusion of an eco-innovation like a smart meter can also be seen 
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from an evolutionary point of view. The existing technological momentum (Hughes, 

1987), i.e., the infrastructure of electricity distribution, created a so-called path-

dependency (Dosi and Nelson, 1994). The latter is defined as “the persistence and lock 

in onto particular technological choices” (Castaldi et al., 2011, p. 2). In evolutionary 

economics, where a technology ends up may depend on how the system evolved (Dosi 

and Nelson, 1994). Moreover, a product of a natural selection, depends on external 

factors as well (Dosi and Nelson, 1994), i.e., the rising problem of climate change. As 

smart meters are diffusing, many eco-innovations are born; Greenely is an example. 

Without the decision of the E.U. and the external factor of climate change, Greenely 

would be very likely to have a vastly different offering.  

2. BUSINESS MODELS AND BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS 

Many authors have defined a business model, and below is a selection of recent 

definitions:  

 

• “A combination of resources which through transactions generate value for the 

company and its customers” (Da Silva and Trkman, 2014, p. 382). 

• “A framework or recipe for making money” (Affuah, 2014, p. 4) 

• “The rationale for how an organization creates, delivers and captures value” 

(Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010, p. 14).  

 

A business model is critical for companies, especially startups because “a mediocre 

technology pursued within a great business model may be more valuable than a great 

technology exploited via a mediocre business model” (Chesbrough, 2010, p. 355). 

Osterwalder and Pigneur designed a visual representation of business models called 

the BMC. See the figure below. 
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Figure 4: The Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). 

 
Below this canvas will be used to ground the discussion about business models in a 

specific framework with clear terms. The researcher believes this is the best tool to 

explain clearly to the reader his thoughts. According to its creators, this BMC has been 

successfully used in meetings by big companies such as Ericsson, IBM, Deloitte and 

the Government Services of Canada (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). Below there is 

the list of the blocks and their definition according to Osterwalder and Pigneur: 

 

• Customer Segments: the different groups of people or organizations an 

enterprise aims to reach and serve. 

• Value Propositions: the bundle of products and services that create value for a 

specific Customer Segment. 

• Channels: how a company communicates with and reaches its Customer 

Segments to deliver a Value Proposition. 

• Customer Relationships: the types of relationships a company establishes with 

specific Customer Segments. 

• Revenue Streams: the cash a company generates from each Customer 

Segment (costs must be subtracted from revenues to create earnings). 
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• Key Resources: this block describes the most important assets required to 

make a business model work. 

• Key Activities: this block describes the most important things a company must 

do to make its business model work. 

• Key Partnerships: this block describes the network of suppliers and partners 

that make the business model work. 

• Cost Structure: this block describes all costs incurred to operate a business 

model. 

 
As pointed out by Karakaya, the business model is crucial for companies that are doing 

business with eco-innovation because they depend also on external factors such as 

policies (Karakaya et al., 2016). Again, eco-innovations follow the principles of 

evolutionary economics; Dosi and Nelson write that technological evolution sometimes 

depends on societies that directly select technologies: “for example, in many medical 

technologies it occurs through professional judgments based on the peer review 

system” (Dosi and Nelson, 1994, p. 156). It is quite clear that both smart meters and 

eco-innovations such as Greenely’s service depend considerably on external factors 

such as policies, and their evolution is influenced by path-dependency (Hughes, 1987). 

As pointed out above, the business model is crucial for a company engaging in eco-

innovation. This paper aims, therefore, to add insights about the business models of 

eco-innovation ventures by addressing one particular aspect of business models: Key 

Partnerships. 

3. PUBLIC-PRIVATE-PARTNERSHIPS 

A Public-Private-Partnership (PPP) is a partnership “between a local authority and an 

SME with the aim of sharing risks, costs, and resources” (Hansen and Klewitz, 2012, p. 

455). As previously defined, SMEs are small or medium-sized enterprises “which 

employ fewer than 250 persons and which have an annual turnover not exceeding 50 

million euro, and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding 43 million euro” 

(European Commission, 2003). PPPs “are often described as innovative, collaborative 

undertakings in which the public and private sectors share the risks, responsibilities, 

and rewards” (Bloomfield, 2006, p. 402). These kinds of partnerships were already 

popular during the Roman Empire (World Bank Group, 2016): a private partner was 

building public infrastructures (World Bank Group, 2016). These rudimental PPPs 
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evolved over the centuries and became popular during the industrialization era (World 

Bank Group, 2016). A great part of the population moved from the suburbs to big cities 

in order to work in the factories and this created a demand for new infrastructure. The 

figure below explains, for Italy, how the population of big cities increased during the 

industrialization era.  

 

 
Figure 5: Population resident in Italy and its big cities in Italy (Istat, 2016). 

 
As previously mentioned, the increase in population reflected an increase of demand for 

infrastructure. Several countries have adopted the PPP strategy to develop the 

infrastructure needed (World Bank Data, 2016). This kind of partnership has been 

popular in the construction industry (Bloomfield, 2006). PPP are usually welcomed as 

they capture “the benefits of private sector techniques such as market-driven 

competition and performance contracting” (Bloomfield, 2006, p. 400). In addition, many 

experts suggest that private ownership is more efficient and more innovative than public 

ownership (Von Hayek, 1976). On the other hand, if not carefully scrutinized and 

handled, they can “saddle taxpayers with high-risk, costly obligations for decades to 

come” (Bloomfield, 2006, p. 401). As pointed out by Bloomfield and other researchers, 

there is the need for deep scrutiny of the factors that should influence the relative 

success of a PPP. The researcher has conducted a review of existing literature to 

identify the factors in PPPs, which are explained below (there are four). To this, the 

researcher has added a fifth factor, “language and cultural identity”, as this research 

focuses on international PPPs. 
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• Funding: sharing the financial risk is one of the biggest factors, and usually the 

biggest part of the financial risk is covered by the private equity (Bloomfield, 

2006). This factor is present in several articles examined by the researcher and it 

can become a barrier as public entities can require “substantial upfront financing” 

(Bloomfield, 2006, p. 402) and, therefore, the “pool of eligible contractors can be 

significantly reduced; only the largest companies may have access to private 

capital” (Bloomfield, 2006, p. 402). This factor implies a high degree of 

transparency as “stakeholders, citizens deserve accurate information regarding 

the long-term obligations incurred on their behalf” (Bloomfield, 2006, p. 403). In 

the literature there is a great number of case studies of PPPs with transparency 

issues and, as Bloomfield points out, many of these PPPs “have been discredited 

when subjected to close scrutiny by independent evaluators” (Bloomfield, 2006, 

p. 403). This factor is especially underlined in today’s economic context (i.e., the 

global financial crisis that began in 2007-2008), in which “citizens are rightly 

supportive of governmental initiatives aimed at delivering public services more 

cost-effectively” (Bloomfield, 2006, p. 405). The improvement of these public 

services depends greatly on financial resources; a lack of resources can be seen 

as a barrier to innovation (Hansen and Klewitz, 2012). 
 

• Language and cultural identity: it is useful to bear in mind cultural and 

linguistic challenges as well.  In the optic of international business, a framework 

to compare cultural identities among countries was developed by Dutch 

anthropologist Geert Hofstede (1991) in his study, “Cultures and organizations: 

Software of the mind.” Hofstede identified six important factors listed below. 
 

 

• Power distance: represents to which extent members of organizations accept 

that power is assigned unfairly (Hofstede, 1991).  
 

• Individualism: represents the degree of separateness among members of a 

society (Hofstede, 1991). 
 

• Masculinity: represent the desire to excel among members of a society 

(Hofstede, 1991). 
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• Uncertainty Avoidance: represents how much members of a society feel 

menaced by unfamiliar situations (Hofstede, 1991).  
 

• Long Term Orientation: represents how a society cultivates some 

connections with its own history while dealing with its future dares (Hofstede, 

1991).  
 

• Indulgence: represents how much members of a society try to control their 

emotions and feelings (Hofstede, 1991).  
 
In the figure 6, the reader will find a comparison that the researcher created on 

the website of Geert Hofstede between Italy and Sweden, in terms of cultural 

identity.  
 

 
Figure 6: Geert Hofstede’s cultural identity chart for Italy and Sweden (retrieved from www.geert-

hofstede.com, May 2016) 

 
These factors have to be considered carefully in order to avoid, as pointed out by 

Krause, additional costs like the renegotiation of contracts or accounting 

problems in PPPs. 
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• Timeline: an important factor of PPPs is the time span. Many authors, such as 

Bloomfield, argue that it should be as short as possible because costs are 

“especially high when the financial and operational repercussions of a bad 

business decision span several generations of public officials” (Bloomfield, 2006, 

p. 401). And “long-term contracts pose significant risks to local governments, 

including risks created by uncontrollable circumstances” (Bloomfield, 2006, p. 

407). According to one analysis, a short-term contract has to be preferred 

because: 
 
“With a short-term contract, a municipality can renew or renegotiate the existing 

contract, solicit new bids, or return the system to public operations. Competitive 

pressure encourages the firm to provide high-quality service at the market rate. 

And the municipality does not have to wait for years to show a failing firm to the 

door.” (Tsybine and Evans, 2003, p. 3) 
 
A long-term contract, by contrast, can be a “formidable barrier to transparency” 

(Bloomfield, 2006, p. 409).  

 

• Common vision: having a common interest and vision is a factor pointed out by 

many researchers. Bloomfield argues that the private side’s main interest is, 

usually, to maximize the profit, and this doesn’t match public institutions’ priorities 

(Bloomfield, 2006). Public entities prefer, on the contrary, to deliver to the 

population a new service and this gap between interests, usually, brings to 

contract failures (Bloomfield, 2006). Krause, who supports this concept too, 

argues that if there is not a match in the vision, there are different expectations 

on the contract and this can lead to opportunism (Krause, 2014). Companies, in 

fact, have to meet the expectations of “their owners, stockholders, and business 

partners” (Bloomfield, 2006, p. 406) who want to make a good profit. If the 

company had shared the same priorities and vision of the public entity, this would 

create a “relationship of extraordinary trust and loyalty. The fiduciary duty 

imposes a responsibility on each partner … for the benefit of the partnership.”  

(Clarkson et al., 1995, p. 694).  

 

• Bureaucracy: PPPs often involve many attorneys in the formulation, negotiation, 

and disputes around contracts and their boundary conditions. As previously 
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mentioned, transparency is important in PPPs and the legal aspect should 

definitely underpin it. Although the factor bureaucracy enables transparency, on 

the other hand it can increase the timeline and inhibit innovation (Bloomfield, 

2006).
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V. METHODOLOGY 

In this section of the thesis the researcher will cover the main paradigms for research 

and state his method. In the next pages the reader will find the methodology 

implemented by the researcher. 

1. POSITIVIST PARADIGM  

The positivist paradigm comes from the study of natural sciences (Collis and Hussey, 

2013, p. 44). “The systematic methods used by these scientists, involved observation 

and experiment” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 44). The research conducted under 

positivist paradigm is underpinned by ”logic to discover explanatory theories that could 

be used for prediction” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 44). In plain words, “theories 

provide the basis of explanation, permit the anticipation of phenomena, predict their 

occurrence, and therefore allow them to be controlled” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 44). 

The paradigm is, therefore, rigorous, scientific and deductive.  

2. INTERPRETIVIST PARADIGM 

The interpretivist research paradigm was born as some researchers perceived the 

positivist paradigm as inadequate (Collis and Hussey, 2013). Some of the main 

criticisms of positivism are, according to Collis and Hussey: 

 
Table 1: Main criticism of positivism (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 45) 

It is impossible to separate people from the social contexts in which they exist. 
People cannot be understood without examining the perceptions they have of their own activities. 
A highly structured research design imposes constraints on the results and may ignore other relevant 
findings. 
Researchers are not objective, but part of what they observe. They bring their own interests and values to 
the research. 
Capturing complex phenomena in a single measure is misleading. 
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This paradigm was developed, hence, in coherence with the critics above. In an 

interpretivist approach, “Research involves an inductive process with a view to providing 

interpretative understanding of social phenomena within a particular context” (Collis and 

Hussey, 2013, p. 45). 

3. THESIS’ METHOD 

As pointed out by Collis and Hussey, these two paradigms are a sort of extreme 

philosophies (Collis and Hussey, 2013). Between them there is a wide array of mixes. 

This thesis will use a blend of the two approaches in order to benefit from both. A review 

of the existing knowledge appears in the next pages using a deductive approach and, 

then, a case study will be analyzed using an inductive approach. In the first approach, a 

judgment for a particular situation springs from general theories.  The inductive 

approach is the opposite. The researcher, therefore, will collect from the literature the 

factors that challenge PPPs.  

 

As previously explained, the researcher will use a case study, which is “a methodology 

that is used to explore a single phenomenon (the case) in a natural setting using a 

variety of methods to obtain in-depth knowledge” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 68). In 

order to assess these factors, the researcher will interview employees and politicians of 

an Italian municipality and triangulate the findings. Triangulation (Collis and Hussey, 

2013, p. 71) is necessary because the researcher will use multiple sources of data (i.e., 

literature review, interviews, personal observations, etc.) in order to increase the validity 

and reliability of this thesis and reduce the biases of the researcher.  

 

A follow-up interview with Greenely’s employees and founders has been done to obtain 

further empirical data and create the basis for further research. Once the factors are 

assessed, the research question will be answered:  the factors that should influence a 

startup dealing with eco-innovations partnering in an international PPP will be shown. 

The researcher is confident that the findings will contribute new knowledge in the 

chosen field of study. The reader might apply the results of this thesis in similar 

situations bearing in mind delimitations and limitations.  
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4. METHODOLOGY FOR COLLECTING DATA  

As anticipated in the introduction, the topic is really specific (Baxter and Jack, 2008) and 

not much has been written in the literature (Yin, 2003). A case study, therefore, is 

needed. This research project analyzes qualitative data using a case study, i.e., 

Greenely. This research project will be an exploratory study because “there are few or 

no earlier studies to which we can refer for information about the issue or problem” 

(Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 4). “In the exploratory research, the focus is on gaining 

insights and familiarity with the subject area for more rigorous investigation at a later 

stage” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 4). Other authors suggest such an approach when 

the topic is really specific (Baxter and Jack, 2008) and not much has been written in the 

literature (Yin, 2003 & Karakaya et al., 2014). Exploratory research is underpinned by 

qualitative data, which, as pointed out by Collis and Hussey, are “understood only within 

context and are associated with an interpretivist methodology that usually results in 

findings with a high degree of validity” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 130). Moreover, 

“under an interpretivist paradigm, the research data will not be analyzed statistically with 

a view to generalizing from the sample to the population” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 

131).  As anticipated in the previous pages, not much has been said about international 

PPPs of ventures offering eco-innovations and there is a rising interest among 

researchers (Karakaya et al., 2014).  

 

The researcher believes that Greenely is a suitable startup to study for several reasons. 

First of all, as emerged from the researcher’s paper “Business Model Innovation: 

advices for a Swedish startup dealing with smart meters” (in which Greenely was used 

as study case), the startup should focus on some important building blocks of its 

Business Model Canvas (BMC): Key Partnerships, Customer Relationships and Value 

Proposition. As partnerships play an important role in the current business model (BM), 

the researcher, with input from Greenely founders, chose to focus the research on 

partnerships as they relate to entering a new geographic market. The challenge is also 

that Greenely is able to operate with its current BM because of the diffusion of smart 

meters, which are, as pointed out previously, a salient. Greenely for the moment has no 

direct competitors in Europe, according to the founders, as the system is slowly 

changing and aligning (Blomkvist and Johansson, 2016). The researcher has collected 

the data of the literature review through a deep analysis of existing articles and books 

(Collis and Hussey, 2013). The data collected for the case study comes from, as 
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suggested in the book, “Case Study Research: Design and Methods” (Yin, 2003), non-

participant observation, interviews and few internal documents.  

 

Interviews were conducted to gather empirical data; the researcher decided to conduct 

semi-structured interviews (Collis and Hussey, 2013). Some of the questions (described 

in the analysis section) were open and they evolved during the conversation, some 

others based on a Likert scale. These scales “are a common ratings format for surveys. 

Respondents rank quality from high to low or best to worst using five or seven levels” 

(Allen and Seaman, 2007, p. 1). The data was collected from February to May 2016. 

The data consists of interviews with the founders, circa 200 hours of personal non-

participant observation, and interviews of employers of the municipality of Cesena 

(Italy). The two interviews with Greenely employees were conducted at KIC 

InnoEnergy’s working space in Stockholm, the 3 interviews with Cesena municipal 

employees were conducted via Skype since they are located in Italy and the researcher 

was in Stockholm. The language of the interviews was English for the Greenely 

interviews and Italian for the municipal interviews.  

 

The researcher wrote this thesis at KIC InnoEnergy’s working space in order to observe 

Greenely employees with a non-participant approach and have the possibility to be in 

frequent contact with the founders. Non-participant observation means that the 

researcher “observes and records what people say or do without being involved” (Collis 

and Hussey, 2013, p. 148). The internal documents consist of presentation slides and 

surveys conducted by Greenely employees. The researcher had access to a 

PowerPoint presentation Greenely’s founders made for investor meetings and pitching 

events. 
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VI. EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND 

In this section, the researcher has analyzed the empirical background: Greenely. As 

mentioned previously, the researcher was selected for a master thesis project with 

Greenely, and this has influenced selection and implementation of the case study. The 

researcher is in frequent communication, including meetings and informal conversation, 

with the founders and other employees. This section includes the background, the BMC 

of the startup and some revised considerations that emerged from the paper “Business 

Model Innovation: advices for a Swedish startup dealing with smart meters” (in which 

Greenely was used as study case).  

1. BACKGROUND OF GREENELY AB 

Greenely is a startup founded by students of KTH, the Royal Institute of Technology of 

Stockholm. The journey started with the master thesis of the founders: Tanmoy Bari and 

Mohammed Al Abassi (Greenely, 2016). The two worked on a master thesis that 

focused on how software solutions, i.e., applications, could motivate people in having 

more eco-friendly behaviors. After graduation, in 2014, they decided to found a startup: 

Greenely (Greenely, 2016). After the startup’s constitution, Fredrik Hagblom joined the 

team as a co-founder. Tanmoy and Mohammed have a background in civil engineering, 

Fredrik in renewable energy (Greenely, 2016). The founders noticed that a lot of people 

were not able to understand the invoice received from the power utility.  

 

“Energy is not sexy and people have a hard time in understanding the content of the 

invoice” (Fredrik Hagblom, 2016-02-09, meeting at startup office).  

 

From this problem they devised a solution: Greenely. After months of developing and 

coding, they came out with the first version. The application receives the data of 

electricity consumption from the smart meter that every Swedish household has 

(Greenely, 2016). An internal script tabulates the data received in a user-friendly way. 

The application shows the customers the data using a gamified avatar (a landscape), 

shown in the figure below, showing how they behaved in the past weeks (Greenely, 

2016). 
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Figure 7: Screenshot from the Greenely application (Greenely, 2016). 

 
The core concepts of the application are: gamification (shown above), data analytics, 

user interface, social and behavioral science (Greenely, 2016). The gamification and the 

user interface have been used to involve more the customers and to explain to them 

their electric consumption.  Data analytics have been used to tabulate the data coming 

from the smart meter and to show important values. Social and behavioral science is 

used to hook customers and engage them: 

 

“In America an experiment has been done. The clients of a power utility have received 

an invoice where it was stated that if they had decreased their electric consumption they 

would have saved money (that could be used to buy more products). The power utility 

has noticed no changes in the behavior of clients. The same power utility did a second 

attempt and in the following invoice wrote that if the clients had decreased the electric 

consumption, they would have emitted less CO2 in the air and this would have brought 

several advantages. Once again, the power utility has noticed no changes. Afterwards, 

the same power utility did a last test. In the third invoice it was stated that the neighbor 

of the client was consuming less energy. That invoice has produced a change and the 

power utility has noticed a more eco-friendly and responsible behavior. We believe, 

therefore, that behavioral science and social engagement is really important when it 

comes to energy, which is not sexy. Greenely has to do the same to engage customers 

and this is why with our application you can challenge the neighbors”. (Fredrik Hagblom, 

2016-02-09, meeting at startup office). 
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Since its founding, Greenely has taken several steps and grown considerably. As 

shown in the picture below, the startup received funds from KTH, from the bank SBAB 

and from the Swedish Energy Agency. The startup has also closed partnership deals 

with important partners such as the University Stanford (California, United States of 

America) (Greenely, 2016). A map of the startup’s journey is depicted in the figure 

below.  

 

 

 
Figure 8: The Journey of the startup Greenely (Greenely, 2016).  

 
At the present moment (May 2016), the startup is currently planning an expansion to 

other countries. In some months the application will be launched in America and soon in 

Italy as well. The team has grown considerably too; programmers have joined the 

venture (Anton Holmberg, Filotas Siskos and Matthias Bauhofer) and the founders are 

hiring more professionals (Greenely, 2016). The startup is also involving few students 

who are currently writing their thesis, like the researcher of this thesis.  

2. THE BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS OF GREENELY 

The researcher of this thesis has depicted the Greenely Business Model in the Business 

Model Canvas below (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). 
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Figure 9: The Business Model Canvas of Greenely. 

 
• Customers Segments: Greenely at the moment operates with a Business-to-

Business-to-Consumer model (B2B2C). Greenely sells the application to the key 

partners who distribute it to the end users. The Greenely team is interested in 

having a relationship with the end user and this is why their model is B2B2C. The 

primary customer of the startup is, therefore, the end user who downloads the 

application and installs it. The second customer is the power utility that receives 

the application and offers it to its clients as an additional feature. The third and 

last customer are third companies because during the interview has emerged 

that: 

 

“Power utilities make a low margin in selling electricity, they are more interested 

in selling additional products such as solar panels or third-party products such as 

LED light bulbs” (Fredrik Hagblom, 2016-03-07, meeting in the office). 

 

Greenely is, therefore, truly interested in promoting, through the application, 

third-party products in order to make the house even more energy efficient. 
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• Value Propositions: Greenely delivers value to the end user thanks to the 

application that offers a user-friendly and gamified interface. The behavioral 

science behind the project makes the end user even more engaged. Greenely 

motivates end users to reduce their energy consumption. In some countries like 

the U.S. and Italy, there is also a policy that awards eco-friendly customers. 

Consequently, in those countries Greenely is likely to deliver even more value to 

the end user. Nowadays (spring 2016) the startup has not implemented the 

service for mobile payment yet. In the next months they will implement the 

payment of the electric invoices through the application, delivering even more 

value to the end user. The startup delivers value also to power utilities since: 

 

“Power utilities want to know you better. If they know you and your needs, they 

will also offer you further services or contracts” (Fredrik Hagblom, 2016-03-07, 

meeting in the office). 

 

Greenely offers to the power utility a complete customer segmentation that 

includes extensive details of the homeowners. These data can be used profitably 

by the power utility in offering further services and in offering tailored contracts or 

third-party products.  

 

• Channels: all the service is delivered thanks to the application that every end 

user can install in his or her smartphone. Having a smart meter is also a 

bounding condition, but the countries considered in this study already have a 

smart meter. 

 

• Customer Relationships: Greenely offers an automated relationship delivered 

by the application. It is in the plan of the startup also to create a chat or customer 

service to serve even better the end customers. 

 

• Revenue Streams: Fees paid generate the revenue stream of Greenely. There 

are different fees depending on the contract: Connection fee, License fee and 

Per User Fee.  

 

• Key Resources: To offer Greenely to the customers, the team has several 

resources. First of all, of course, the IT infrastructure and software related 
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resources (patents, servers, laptops and database). The Greenely team, to 

continue, is an important asset to the startup. History teaches that, without 

motivated people, every business fail. The last key resource is the money 

invested in the venture by external actors such as SBAB! and The Swedish 

Energy Agency; they are one-time extraordinary payments that constitute an 

important financial resource. 

 

• Key Activities: The key activities of a startup like Greenely are, mainly, to 

develop the application and the platform even further. A great job is also being 

done lately to capture more clients. 

 

• Key Partnerships:  
 

“Without SBAB we would not be here and, since we received and offer of 

partnership from this bank, a lot of interest was generated around Greenely”. 

(Fredrik Hagblom, 2016-03-07, meeting in the office). 

 

As anticipated above, Greenely teams up with the bank SBAB (that gave to this 

startup a lot of media visibility), with Mälarenergi, and with universities. 
 

• Cost Structure: Consist in: salaries, costs of the platform & IT, marketing and 

maintaining Customer Relationships. According to Fredrik the biggest cost is, 

currently, the salaries. 

 

Considering that the smart meter is a salient (Hughes, 1987) diffused by European 

policies, that Greenely does not have any direct competitor in Europe according to the 

founders, and this startup aims become a dominant design in offering its service, the 

evolutionary economics principles (Dosi and Nelson, 1994) suggest to expand and 

conquer markets quickly. If the latter is accomplished, it will be created a technological 

standard and barriers will rise against possible competitors. The researcher of this 

thesis, with his paper “Business Model Innovation: advices for a Swedish startup 

dealing with smart meters”, believes that Greenely should focus mainly on three building 

blocks of the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010): Key 

partnerships, Customer Relationships and Value Propositions. As pointed out in the 

interviews, Fredrik argued that key partnership are a really important block. 
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“Without SBAB we would not be here and, since we received and offer of partnership 

from this bank, a lot of interest was generated around Greenely”. (Fredrik Hagblom, 

2016-03-07, meeting in the office). 

 

As the company is operating through a B2B2C model, de facto it is thanks to these 

partnerships that they reach the final users; key partners are ranked among the most 

important blocks for this application to diffuse. A survey conducted by Greenely points 

out that “44% of those who had changed their electricity supplier had done it because of 

poor customer service”. It seems that customers are suspicious when it comes to 

electricity and they prefer to have great customer service that answer their doubts and 

worries. Other authors have already pointed out this concept (Karakaya et al., 2016 and 

Loock, 2009) and they argued that when it comes to eco-innovations both investors and 

customers prefer “customer intimacy” (Loock, 2009). The authors also argue that when 

customer intimacy is given they are willing to pay more. The decision to adopt a B2B2C 

model was important to address this suspiciousness that the average client has. Thanks 

to partnerships and the B2B2C approach, Greenely proposes this new and innovative 

application to end users through an entity already trusted by them: a bank or a power 

utility.  

 

A pilot test, which Greenely has done over five months, showed that “86% wanted to 

continue using the service after the end of the project” and “75% wanted to have similar 

information on their bill”. This information, triangulated (Yin, 2003) with the findings in 

the literature, points out that the B2B2C approach and partnerships are really important 

to address the initial suspiciousness of the end user. In conclusion, G offers a product 

that helps suspicious clients who want more “customer intimacy” (in understanding 

better the electronic invoice) (Loock, 2009).  
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VII. EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

In this section the researcher will explain the interview framework and the results. The 

interview consists of two sections: the first one is based on the Likert scale and the 

second on open questions. A follow-up interview with Greenely’s employees and 

founders has been done to obtain further empirical data and create the basis for further 

research. This section comprises also the interview’s results, which will be analyzed in 

the following section of the thesis.  

1. THE INTERVIEW FRAMEWORK 

As mentioned in the introduction, the topic of this thesis is quite specific (Baxter and 

Jack, 2008) and not much has been written about the topic in the literature (Yin, 2003). 

A case study, therefore, is needed. This research project will analyze in a qualitative 

way a case study, i.e., Greenely. Qualitative data, as pointed out by Collis and Hussey, 

are “understood only within context and are associated with an interpretivist 

methodology that usually results in findings with a high degree of validity” (Collis and 

Hussey, 2013, p. 130). Moreover, “under an interpretivist paradigm, the research data 

will not be analyzed statistically with a view to generalizing from the sample to the 

population” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 131). The researcher has conducted interviews 

with people working for the municipality of Cesena, Italy. This municipality has been a 

front-runner in green projects and has taken part in several international initiatives. The 

researcher was able to interview three people from Cesena; the table below explains 

the roles of the interviewees inside the public entity. 

 
Table 2: Interviewees from the municipality of Cesena (Italy). 

Interviewee Role 
Francesca Lucchi (FL) Environmental Counselor 

Giovanni Battistini (GB) Engineer, internal consultant 
Elena Santini (ES) Engineer, external consultant 

 

The interviews contained two sections. The first section included questions based on 

the Likert scale. The “Likert scales are a common ratings format for surveys. 
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Respondents rank quality from high to low or best to worst using five or seven levels” 

(Allen and Seaman, 2007, p. 1). The researcher asked the interviewees to what extent 

each factor (from the literature review) should influence PPPs, based on their past 

experience. Table 3 shows the first section of questions and the rating adopted.  

 
Table 3: The first section of the interview (Likert scale). 

Question Factor Likert 
To what extent can “funding” influence a 

PPP?  
 Funding 1 = Not 

influent 
2 3  4 5 = High 

influence 
To what extent can “Language and 
cultural identity” influence a PPP? 

Language and 
cultural identity 

1 = Not 
influent 2 3  4 

5 = High 
influence 

To what extent can “Timeline” influence 
a PPP? Timeline 

1 = Not 
influent 2 3  4 

5 = High 
influence 

To what extent can “Common vision” 
influence a PPP? 

Common vision 1 = Not 
influent 

2 3  4 5 = High 
influence 

To what extent can “Bureaucracy” 
influence a PPP? 

Bureaucracy 1 = Not 
influent 

2 3  4 5 = High 
influence 

 

The second section comprises ten general questions, explained in table 4 below. In the 

table the reader will find the question being asked, the purpose of the question and to 

which factor they refer (i.e., funding, language and cultural identity, timeline, common 

vision and bureaucracy). The second section is intended to gain a general overview and 

to gain insights about the past experience the municipality has, focusing on the most 

important factors that emerged in the first set of questions. The questions were also 

asked to investigate the existence of other factors that the researcher has not identified 

in the literature review. 
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Table 4: The second section of the interview (open questions). 

# Question Answer Purpose Factor 

1 To what extent are you concerned 
about Global Warming? Answer 

Understand if there is a 
common shared vision between 

the speaker and Greenely 
Common vision 

2 Is the current mayor prioritizing 
green projects? 

Answer 
Understand if there is a 

common shared vision between 
the municipality and Greenely 

Common vision 

3 
Is the population of Cesena 

interested and participating in your 
initiatives? 

Answer 

Understand if there is a 
common shared vision between 
the population of Cesena and 

Greenely 

Common vision 

4 What is the age of the average 
participant? 

Answer 
Understand the demographic 
the population interested in 
green projects in Cesena 

Common vision 

5 
According to you, is the average 
Italian citizen interested in green 

projects? 
Answer 

Understand if there is a 
common vision between the 

population of Italy and Greenely 
Common vision 

6 

Have you ever worked in projects 
that aimed to reduce the carbon 

footprint with organizations outside 
Italy? 

Answer 
Understand if there is an 

experience with international 
projects 

Language and 
cultural identity 

7 
What are the factors on which you 
assess if you will participate in an 
international partnership or not? 

Answer Understand what are the 
factors on which 

Bureaucracy 

8 How long does the preparation 
take? Answer 

Understand the past 
experience, in terms of the 

timeline 
Timeline 

9 How were the last projects 
financed? 

Answer 
Understand the past 

experience, in terms of the 
financial aspect 

Funding  

10 
Beyond the project itself, what was 

the best outcome from an 
international project? 

Answer 
Understand what additional 

benefits an international PPP 
can bring  

Common vision 

2. RESULTS OF THE INTERVIEWS 

Analyzing qualitative data is always a challenge because there are no conventions 

universally accepted (Collis and Hussey, 2013). A good point in favor of the researcher 

in this case is his personal knowledge and experience in the field of energy reduction in 

the Italian market.  

 

The researcher has decided to adopt a framework for qualitative data analysis proposed 

by Miles and Huberman, which is considered one of the most valid and consists of three 

phases: data reduction, data displays and conclusions/verifications (Miles and 
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Huberman, 1994). The first phase is data reduction: the researcher has discarded 

irrelevant data and simplified the data he collected (i.e., only the most crucial parts of 

the interviews were reported). The second phase is data display: the researcher has 

systematically displayed the results in the tables shown below (Miles and Huberman, 

1994). The third phase, verification, will be analyzed below. In the following lines, the 

reader will find tables with the summaries of the answers to the interviews. There is not 

a verbatim transcription of the interviews. The researcher translated from Italian to 

English the most important aspects of the interviews.  

 
Table 5: Results of the first section of the interviews 

# Question Factor Interviewee Likert (1-5) Average (1-5) 

1 Funding 
FL 5 

3 GB 3 
ES 1 

2 Language and cultural identity 
FL 1 

1,6 GB 3 
ES 1 

3 Timeline 
FL 2 

2,3 GB 3 
ES 2 

4 Common vision 
FL 4 

4,3 GB 4 
ES 5 

5 Bureaucracy 
FL 2 

3 GB 5 
ES 2 

 

 
Figure 10:Chart of the results of the first section of the interview.  
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Table 6: Results of the second sections of the interviews. 

# 
Question Question Interviewee Summary of the answer 

1 To what extent are you concerned 
about Global Warming? 

FL Highly concerned 

GB 
Really high, especially when I think 
about the future of my 4 years-old 

daughter. 
ES Fairly concerned. 

2 
Is the current mayor prioritizing 

green projects? 

FL Really high interest. 
GB Fairly interested. 
ES Yes, is really high. 

3 
Is the population of Cesena 

interested and participating in your 
initiatives? 

FL 
The interest and participation is 

really high. 

GB Fairly interested, not many 
participating. 

ES Fairly interested, not many 
participating. 

4 What is the age of the average 
participant? 

FL 
Usually adults (40-50 years old). 
The only young people I see are 

architects or engineers. 
GB Adults, around 40 years old. 

ES 
The topic of energy is becoming 
“sexy” and I see an increasing 

number of young people. 

5 
According to you, is the average 
Italian citizen interested in green 

projects? 

FL 

Italy is not homogeneous. In the 
north citizens are really interested. I 

cannot say the same about the 
south. 

GB 
When the citizen associates the 

green project to personal financial 
savings, yes.  

ES In general yes, energy is slowly 
becoming an interesting topic. 

6 

Have you ever worked in projects 
that aimed to reduce the carbon 

footprint with organizations outside 
Italy? 

FL Yes, four international projects. 
GB Yes, four or five. 
ES No. 

7 
What are the factors on which you 
assess if you will participate in an 
international partnership or not? 

FL Reputation of the partners and 
financial feasibility. 

GB 
It is not my task to evaluate 

partnership. I believe reputation of 
partners and funding. 

ES Social value, prestige and technical 
feasibility of the projects. 

8 How long does the preparation 
take? 

FL Maximum 6 months. 
GB The longest was 1 year. 

ES 

No experience for international 
partnerships. For national 

partnerships it depends, usually 
less than 1 year. 
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# 
Question 

Question Interviewee Answer 

9 How were the last projects 
financed? 

FL European funds. 

GB European and public funds 
(regional and national). 

ES 
Mainly public funds (regional and 
national), speaking about national 

projects. 

10 
Except the project, what was the 

best outcome from an international 
project? 

FL International visibility, reputation 
and networking 

GB Prestige 
ES -  

 

3. FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW 

As mentioned above, a follow-up interview with Greenely employees and founders was 

conducted. In the table below the reader will find the interviewees. 
Table 7: Interviewees from Greenely (Sweden). 

Interviewee Role 
Fredrik Hagblom (FH) Co-Founder and Product Manager 

Matthias Bauhofer (MB) Employee and Chief Technical Officer 
 

The researcher has interviewed Fredrik and Matthias with the first section of the 

interview (Table 3). Afterwards, the results from the Italian employees were disclosed. 

The researcher, after this, had an open discussion with the two interviewees comparing 

their answers and the answers from the Italian employees. In the following tables the 

reader will find the follow-up interview results, a chart showing the results and the delta 

with the results from the Italian employees (i.e., the difference between the value given 

by Italian employees and Greenely founders and employees. The value is considered 

an absolute value and, hence, the result from the subtraction will always be positive). 
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Table 8: Follow-up interview based on the first section of the interivew 

# Question Factor Interviewee Likert (1-5) Average (1-5) 

1 Funding 
FH 5 

4,5 
MB 4 

2 Language and cultural identity 
FH 2 

2,5 
MB 3 

3 Timeline 
FH 3 

3,5 
MB 4 

4 Common vision 
FH 4 

3,5 
MB 3 

5 Bureaucracy 
FH 3 

3 
MB 3 

 

 
Figure 11: Chart of the results to the follow-up interview based on the first section of the interview. 

 
Figure 12: Comparison between the interviews and the follow-up interviews. 
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The researcher asked to Fredrik and Matthias to comment on the results. In the table 

below the researcher has reported the most significant comments that will be used for 

the discussion and to create the basis for further research. 

 
Table 9: Comments from the follow-up interview. 

# 
Question Factor Interviewee Key comments (summary) 

1 Funding 
FH 

We have little money and we are afraid that after an 
initial, inexpensive pilot study the collaboration will 

end. It happened in our past experience. 
MB We are really dependent on money. 

2 
Language and 
cultural identity 

FH I don’t think is a problem. 

MB I had a bad experience with foreigner partners. We 
were not on the same page. 

3 Timeline 
FH 

It is really important. When we pose a question, we 
need a quick answer. 

MB Important because it is linked to funding. 

4 Common vision 
FH 

I believe it is crucial. People that go from words to 
facts are the minority. If the vision will not help the 

users and make the product a mass product, we step 
back. 

MB In my opinion is fairly important. I believe that many 
companies use it just as a marketing tool. 

5 Bureaucracy 
FH 

A startup is made of energetic people and they need 
to have answers. Waiting six months to get an 

answer wastes time for other opportunities. 

MB Would be nice if bureaucracy worked, but we all 
know that many problems can arise. 
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VIII. ANALYSIS 

In this section the researcher will analyze the results obtained and discuss them in light 

of the literature review and follow-up interviews. The analysis of the interviews will start 

with a figure that will summarize the results from the first section of the interview (see 

Figure 14 below) and continue with a discussion of the comments of the second section 

of the interview. 

1. ANALYSIS OF THE INTERVIEW 

 
Figure 13: Summary of the results. 
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the municipality of Cesena. As pointed out by Krause, if there is not a match in the 

vision, there are different expectations on the contract and this can lead to several 

issues such as opportunism (Krause, 2014). Fredrik, co-founder of Greenely, pointed 

out, without having read this thesis, that they are concerned about common vision 

match, because in the past an inexpensive pilot study did not result in a solid 

partnership due to a mismatch in the common vision. Many past partners, according to 

him, did not want to empower the users and did not want to reduce the carbon footprint, 

which is Greenely’s vision. At the end of the pilot study, hence, all the partners stepped 

back when Greenely asked them for a bigger financial effort. According to Fredrik, these 

past partners may have been more interested in visibility and networking than a true 

partnership. This explains why both Fredrik and Matthias gave a high rating to the factor 

“Funding” and “Common vision” (respectively, on average, 4,5 and 3,5). “Common 

vision”, in addition, has also the lowest delta (Italian employees vs Greenely on 

average), among other factors (0,8).  

 

For Italian employees, on average, “Funding” does not have a strong influence on the 

partnership but the delta has the highest value among the 5 factors (1,5, which was the 

greatest delta across all the factors). Such a difference can be explained, according to 

the researcher, by the context and profile of the interviewees. ES is an external 

consultant and, therefore, in her past experience she had to consider mainly the 

technical aspect of projects. GB is an internal consultant and he is in close contact with 

FL: this explains why, even though GB is responsible for the technical aspect of the 

projects, he gave a higher Likert value compared to ES. FL, as counselor, is not 

responsible for the technical aspect of projects and, therefore, she is likely to be more 

into the “Funding” factor.  

 

The factor “Bureaucracy” is the one with the lowest delta (0) and this means that, except 

GB, both sides (i.e., the Italian employees and Greenely team) are on the same page. 

The high value given by GB can be explained considering his past experience; as 

emerged from the interview, he has worked on a four-year project with three different 

international partners and he faced many bureaucratic problems. Bloomfield, who 

argues that bureaucracy can increase the timeline and inhibit innovation, supports this 

concept (2006). An increase in the timeline would reflect an increase in costs and this 

may explain why the Greenely team gave a high rating to the value “Funding”.  
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Moving to the next factor, as Matthias has pointed out, “Timeline” is entwined with the 

factor “Funding” and, as Fredrik pointed out, time is crucial for startups at early stages. 

Matthias, the one who gave highest Likert value, is the Chief Technical Officer at 

Greenely and he was interviewed the day before a big deadline. The date of the 

interview was not picked because of this (rather, it was a coincidence) and the 

researcher wonders if this deadline may have biased Matthias in his “Timeline” rating. 

Matthias could be influenced by the so-called “availability heuristic”, a cognitive bias 

which is defined as “the tendency to overestimate the likelihood of events with greater 

‘availability’ in memory, which can be influenced by how recent the memories are” 

(Schwarz et al., 1991, p. 145). The timeline, in addition, should not be long. Bloomfield 

argues that a long “Timeline” can entail bigger costs and risks generated by unexpected 

circumstances (2006). ES’s and FL’s Likert value on the factor “Timeline” can be 

explained, again, in the context: ES is an external consultant and, therefore, 

collaborating to projects on some extent, while FL is participating to the project from 

another role, compared to the rest of the interviewees.  

 

The last factor, “Language and cultural identity”, has a delta of 0,9 (Italian employees 

vs. Greenely on average). The value, considering the Likert scale, is still fairly high. MB 

and GB are the two interviewees who gave a higher value due to some past 

experiences. According to the interview, MB had a bad experience in a past partnership 

and GB faced some linguistic/cultural difficulties in a major project in collaboration with 

three different international partners. Having said this, the majority of the interviewees 

are aware that the Italian and Swedish societies are different but, according to them, it 

is a barrier that can be overcome. As shown in Figure 6, Geert Hofstede, who is an 

expert on social psychology, points out that the two societies (i.e., Italian and Swedish) 

are not so distant, except the values of “Masculinity” and “Indulgence”. Except MB, who 

had a bad past experience, and GB, who has worked on a big international project 

facing some difficulties, the factor “Language and cultural identity” doesn’t seem to have 

a strong influence on the PPP but rather may be an opportunity for professional growth 

and international visibility, as pointed out by Italian employees.  

 

In conclusion, the factors that should influence the most the PPP in this case are, 

according to the first section of the interview, “Common vision” and “Funding”.  
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The second section of the interview (with open-ended responses) is intended to gain a 

general overview and gain insights about the past experience the municipality has, 

focusing on the most important factors that emerged in the first set of questions: 

Common vision and Funding. The researcher discovered that all the Italian interviewees 

report being highly concerned about the issue of the Global Warming. The municipality 

of Cesena is currently prioritizing projects that aim to reduce the carbon footprint. The 

adult population of Cesena is quite interested in participating in initiatives that the 

municipality is promoting in order to reduce the carbon footprint, according to the 

interviewees. The same conclusion cannot be drawn for the average Italian citizen, 

according to the interviewees. The young population of Cesena is fairly interested but, 

as ES pointed out, their interest is increasing. Two of the interviewees have participated 

in international projects that aimed to reduce the carbon footprint, and the main factor 

that influenced the decision to participate to these projects was the reputation of the 

partner, among other factors. The preparation of this project lasted, usually, less than 

one year and it was financed with public funds (European and regional funds). 

According to the interviewees, beyond the project itself, the best outcomes of these 

international partnerships were factors such as international visibility, professional 

growth and networking. 
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IX. CONCLUSIONS  

In this section the researcher will answer the research question and provide 

recommendations for further research. 

1. ANSWER TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

RESEARCH QUESTION: What are the factors that should influence a startup in an 
international public-private partnership? 
 
 
The answer to this research question is that the factors that should influence a startup in 

an international PPP are, mainly, five: Funding, Language and cultural identity, 

Timeline, Common vision and Bureaucracy. The factors “Funding” and “Common vision” 

influence the PPP the most, as discussed in the analysis section. Bureaucracy is a 

factor that fairly influences the PPP (ranked 3 out of 5 by both Italian employees and 

Greenely team). The factors such as “Language and cultural identity” and “Timeline” 

appear to have a low influence on the PPP itself. This thesis recommends to startups 

dealing with eco-innovations, such as Greenely, to select partners that share their 

vision: is the most important factor. It also suggests paying attention to the funding 

aspect when partnering in an international PPP. As shown in the literature review the 

two sides of a PPP have different priorities when it comes to funding. The results of the 

interview support what discussed in the literature review: the factor funding appears 

crucial for the startup (private side) but not so much for the public entity (on average).  

As explained in the introduction, the researcher adopted an exploratory research for 

conducting in this thesis and stated clear delimitations and limitations to this work. As 

argued by Collis and Hussey, exploratory research is conducted to gain some insights 

into a subject for a more rigorous investigation at a later stage, which will be discussed 

below. This paper contributes to the increase of knowledge, shedding some light on the 

topic of eco-innovation startups and international PPPs.  
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2. FURTHER RESEARCH 

This research can be enhanced enlarging the interviewees’ sample (i.e., interviewing 

more employees from different municipalities). From this research emerged the 

importance of the factor “Common vision” and, therefore, further research on this is 

desirable. Another possible topic for further research is to assess how the results of the 

interviews might have been affected by the “availability heuristic”. The researcher is 

aware that he might have been influenced by the so-called “confirmation bias”, which is 

defined as “The tendency to search for, interpret, focus on and remember information in 

a way that confirms one's preconceptions” (Oswald and Grosjean, 2004, p. 79). 

3. LIMITATIONS  

This thesis has some limitations, which are “weaknesses or deficiencies in the research” 

(Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 110). The researcher, first of all, used his professional 

network to reach interviewees, adopting a “Network Sampling” method (Collis and 

Hussey, 2013). The latter means, according to the authors, that the researcher asked 

his connections to put him in contact with other professionals with the same experience. 

The researcher decided to interview interviewees one by one, avoiding group interviews 

in order to decrease the biases connected to “groupthink”. The latter is the “deterioration 

of mental efficiency, reality testing, and moral judgment that results from in-group 

pressures” (Janis, 1982, p. 9).  

 

The researcher will adopt a Likert Scale when interviewing Greenely's employees and 

Italian employees. In the literature, many researchers underline the importance the 

sampling when using the Likert Scale and they developed reliable functions to 

determine the minimum number of interviewees. The researcher is aware that the three 

interviewees from the Italian municipality and the two interviewees from Greenely are 

not a sample large enough for a proper statistical analysis. Being aware of that, the 

researcher decided to use a Likert Scale to represent results and data in a more user-

friendly way and to compare them more easily. Considering the time constraint and the 

Network Sampling approach, the researcher was not able to increase the number of 

interviews.  

 



46 

The researcher was selected for a master thesis project at the startup, Greenely AB, 

and this has influenced selection and implementation of the case study. The researcher 

is, therefore, in frequent communication, including meetings and informal conversation, 

with the founders and other employees. The researcher was not involved in the 

startup’s internal strategic meetings and did not have access to the majority of its 

internal documents: he adopted a non-participant approach. This non-participant 

observation has influenced the researcher’s point of view and this can be a source of 

biases (Schwartz and Schwartz, 1955), such as the participation bias. The latter is a 

phenomenon that might affect the validity and reliability of a study due to the 

researcher’s participation (Hestbech et al., 2011).   

 

This influence can also be extended to the criticism and knowledge the researcher has 

achieved during his professional career and past internship at the Fraunhofer Institute, 

which has been called the most prestigious research institute in Europe in the field of 

building physics. The researcher was asked, during his internship, to develop an 

innovative solution for retail stores’ retrofitting and he designed a new concept of a store 

with high-level luminous comfort and low electricity demand (40% less than a traditional 

one), which is likely to attract the customers (according to evidence obtained in 

collaboration with psychologists). On the other hand, this knowledge will be precious 

during the analysis phase. As pointed out by Collis and Hussey, the researcher who is 

conducting an interpretivist study has to have a “full understanding of the settings, 

culture and study topic before the research commences” (Collis and Hussey, 2013, p. 

155). The researcher, moreover, is aware the PPPs are not underpinned by a unique 

theory, and the concepts explained in the literature review come from several articles. 

The researcher is aware that tools such as the Business Model Canvas are not rigorous 

theories and they have flaws.  
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